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INTRODUCTION 
The transition to adolescence is characterized as a time of dramatic change for youth 

(Larson & Richards, 1994).  During this stage of the life cycle, youth experience puberty 
(Steinberg, 1993), expand their cognitive abilities (Keating, 1990; Lapsley, 1990), develop a 
sense of self and identity (Hair, 1999; Harter, 1999; Keating, 1990; Zaff & Hair, in press), and 
may alter expectations from school and for academic achievement (Eccles & Midgley, 1990; M. 
A. Hoffman, Levy-Shiff, Ushpiz, & Schlatter, 1993; Simmons & Blyth, 1987).  Their 
relationships with their parents (Cox, in press; Hair, Jager, & Cochran, 2001; Holmbeck, Paikoff, 
& Brooks-Gunn, 1995) and peers change, as well (Bukowski, in press; Csikszentmihaly & 
Larson, 1984; Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990).   

As they develop and change, youth must develop the skills or the competence to maintain 
quality relationships.  Social competence is defined as “the ability to achieve personal goals in 
social interaction while simultaneously maintaining positive relationships with others over time 
and across situations” (K. H. Rubin & Rose-Krasnor, 1992).  Inherent in this definition of social 
competence are two related, but separate constructs:  good social skills and quality social 
relationships.    

An adolescent’s level of social competence is associated with a variety of desired 
outcomes.  It is related positively to peer acceptance (Buhrmester, 1990; Coyne & DeLongis, 
1986; Kohlberg, Ricks, & Snarey, 1984), to his or her social values (Allen, Weissberg, & 
Hawkins, 1989), to his or her level of self-efficacy (Connolly, 1989), and to his or her level of 
self-esteem (Buhrmester, 1990).  Deficits in social competencies have likewise been linked to 
negative adolescent outcomes, including mental health problems, behavior problems, 
delinquency, substance abuse, sexual offending, loneliness, high-risk sexual behavior, and 
academic and vocational difficulties (Hansen, Giacoletti, & Nangle, 1995; Kupersmidt & Coie, 
1990; R. Miller, 1990; Parker & Asher, 1987).  For instance, youth with poor social competence 
advance more rapidly in their alcohol use and have an accelerated rate of decline in the their self-
esteem (Scheier, Botvin, Griffin, & Diaz, 2000).  Social competence deficits are often present 
among adolescents who exhibit disruptive, externalizing behavior problems such as delinquency 
and conduct disorder (e.g., Dishion, Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber, & Patterson, 1984; Freedman, 
Donahue, Rosenthal, Schlundt, & McFall, 1978; Hansen, St. Lawrence, & Christoff, 1988), as 
well as internalizing disorders such as depression and anxiety (Christoff et al., 1985; Sarason & 
Sarason, 1984). Since social competency is an important element for adolescents’ healthy 
development, a central question for those interested in promoting adolescent well-being is what 
can be done to help adolescents achieve and maintain social competency. 

STRUCTURE OF THIS REPORT 

This chapter addresses two key aspects of social competency:  quality social relationships 
and good social skills. As will be seen in this chapter, the association between quality social 
relationships and good social skills is not clear.  We do know that quality social relationships 
promote good social skills and that good social skills enhance quality relationships.  It is quite 
likely that these two aspects of social competency build on each other; quality relationships 
promote good social skills, which in turn, enhance quality relationships.  Since social 
relationships, such as the parent-child relationship, are likely to be present in a child’s life before 
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the social skills have a chance to develop1, the paper presents the antecedents of quality social 
relationships first, and then presents the antecedents of good social skills.   

For each social relationship and social skill, we present research evidence from 
individual-, family-, peer-, and community-level factors that have been shown to relate to the 
development of quality social relationships and/or good social skills. In addition, we present 
intervention programs that demonstrate improvements in adolescents’ social relationships and/or 
skills.   

The social relationships that this chapter will focus on fall into two domains:  family and 
non-family.  Family relationships include those with parents, siblings, grandparents, and other 
family members.  Non-family relationships include other adults and peers.  The social skills 
described in this chapter fall into two domains, as well.  The interpersonal skills domain includes 
social skills such as conflict resolution, intimacy, and prosocial behaviors.  The individual 
attributes domain includes skills such as self-control, social confidence, and empathy/sympathy.   

METHODOLOGICAL GUIDELINES FOR THIS REPORT 
We emphasize (1) studies that are rigorously implemented experimental evaluations of 

interventions, in which aspects of the environment are manipulated and social competencies are 
examined; and  (2) studies that are longitudinal, that involve the examination of aspects of the 
environment as predictors of social relationships and/or social skills and that use multivariate 
analyses taking background characteristics of the youth into account.2  

We have emphasized these types of studies for several reasons. An experimental/control 
group study is the only research design that permits causal conclusions (as long as they are well-
implemented and there is not extensive attrition in the sample over time). It should be noted, 
though, that experimental designs run the risk of not being generalizable to populations other 
than those which were studied.  Therefore, we highlight studies that have been replicated with 
similar results across different populations and geographic regions, because successfully 
replicated interventions have a better chance of being reproduced in additional locations than do 
studies that have been carried out in a single place, at one single point in time. In addition, 
longitudinal studies that control for background characteristics can address change over time and 
address predictive validity better than studies that collect data from one time period (i.e., a cross-
sectional design).  When little or no information exists for a certain topic, we have included 
cross-sectional studies with strong theory and rigorous, multivariate; these studies are identified, 
however, so readers will not place undue confidence in their findings. 

Since the focus of the paper is on adolescents, we have also restricted studies to those that 
assess outcomes during adolescence.  Therefore, the studies that have outcome data only for 
childhood are not considered.  However, we include longitudinal studies that began in childhood 
and continued into adolescence or adulthood.   

In many cases, we discuss characteristics of the youth, family, neighborhood, or society 
that a program may not be able to change.  For instance, programs designed to promote quality 

                                                 
1 We recognize that some researchers would argue that social skills are, in fact, present at the earliest of ages in the 
form of temperament.  The child’s temperament interacts with the parent’s personality/social skills to promote (or 
degrade) the development of positive relationship with between the parent and the child.   
2 These criteria for study inclusion in the present report were culled from a review of school readiness written for the 
John L. and James S. Knight Foundation (Halle, Zaff, Calkins, and Margie, 2000). 
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relationships or good social skills cannot manipulate a youth's gender or ethnicity.  However, the 
studies that highlight these characteristics as important antecedents can be used to identify 
groups that may be at most risk for not having close relationships or good social skills.  These 
characteristics may need to be addressed in the design of a program geared toward a specific sub-
group.   

Throughout this paper, our aim is to go beyond the broad identification of which factors 
appear to be linked to social skills and competencies, to the identification of specific strategies 
(the kinds of programs and activities within these programs) that have been attempted and 
evaluated, and/or for which there is evidence that initiating programs with these activities has the 
potential to contribute to improved social competency.  Due to the rigorous criteria we set for our 
selected literature review, we may not have identified all programs and activities across the 
country that may be effective in promoting these skills.  This point is especially pertinent for the 
research based on adolescents.  Compared to adults, and even to younger children, there is a 
relative dearth of high quality research for adolescents.  

WHAT ARE THE ANTECEDENTS OF SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS?  
Social relationships are crucial aspects of individuals’ lives.  This is certainly true for 

adolescents.  This section of the chapter addresses the antecedents of quality social relationships.  
This section is divided into domains:  family relationships and non-family relationships.  The 
family relationships that are discussed include parents, siblings, and grandparents/other family 
members.  The non-family relationships include other adults and peers, such as an adolescent’s 
best friend and dating partner.  As mentioned above, quality social relationships and good social 
skills are interrelated.  Often different studies find these factors to be antecedents for each other.   

Family Relationships 

Parents 

Introduction 
 

In most families, it is with parents that children establish their first social relations.  As 
such, this union has the potential to be particularly formative.  Numerous researchers who study 
this topic agree that the nature of the parent-child relationship, its stability, and the context in 
which it develops, largely determine the social skills and social relations the child will develop 
with others later in life (Aquilino, 1994; Ladd, 1999; Paley, Conger, & Harold, 2000; K. H. 
Rubin & Rose-Krasnor, 1992; Zahn-Waxler & Smith, 1992).   

Given that many studies report a clear relationship between a positive parent-child 
relationship and the development of social skills, it is fortunate that even today--- when members 
of the public consider parents to occupy an increasingly insignificant role in their children’s 
lives--- over ninety percent of an adolescent sample in one study identified their mother and/or 
father as significant in their lives (Blyth, Hill, & Thiel, 1982), and 94% and 82% of young adults 
in a national survey identified mothers and fathers, respectively, as “special adults who really 
cared about them” (National Commission on Children, 1991b).  Current discussion on the matter 
even suggests that today’s parents appear to be significantly more involved with and to know 
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more about their child than they have historically (Larson, Wilson, Brown, Furstenberg, & 
Verma, 2002).   

Several studies have focused on the interpersonal skills that parent-child relationships 
may encourage.  Warm and affectionate relationships with parents has been associated with the 
ability to develop and maintain successful marriages, social friendships, and relationships with 
their own children (Franz, McClelland, & Weinberger, 1991).  Other desirable outcomes include 
greater psychological well-being (Franz et al., 1991), self-reliance, flexibility, positive social 
orientation, ego resilience, empathy, and competent interaction styles in all relationships (Engels, 
Finkenauer, Meeus, & Dekovic, 2001; Kerns & Stevens, 1996; Zahn-Waxler & Smith, 1992).  In 
addition, parenting that is affectionate, accepting, and fair appears to promote positive mental 
health (Hightower, 1990), such as feelings of security about self (Jacobsen & Hofmann, 1997), 
and better psychological adjustment to entering college.  (Holahan, Valentiner, & Moos, 1994).  
Negative relationships with parents are associated with the adolescent’s association with deviant 
peers (Ary, Duncan, Duncan, & Hops, 1999), lower self-esteem (Bailey, 1996), less 
sophisticated social skills, and an inability to establish and maintain peer relationships later in 
life (Kim, Conger, Lorenz, & Elder, 2001; S. D. Madsen, Patterson, & Hennighausen, 2001).   

The parent-child relationship also appears to influence, and possibly model, the 
heterosocial relationships children have later in life.  Youth with positive and communicative 
parent-child relationships reported more satisfying and higher quality romantic relationships in 
adulthood (S. D. Madsen et al., 2001; Moller & Stattin, 2001), while increasingly negative affect 
in the parent-adolescent relationship predicts a pattern of increasingly negative affect in romantic 
relationships (Kim et al., 2001).   

Stability 
 

Studies over the past two decades have found that most elements of the parent-child 
relationship remain relatively stable throughout adolescence, while some appear to experience 
modest changes.  However, data from representative longitudinal studies are needed.   

Several studies have found several aspects of the parent-child relationship to remain 
largely stable through youth and into adulthood.  Drawing from the Family Lifestyles Project, 
Hamilton (2000) followed 30 American children from birth through adolescence.  The sample 
was constructed to represent children from conventional and various nonconventional families, 
such as social contract couples, domestic living groups, single mothers, and creedal communes.  
The study suggests that parent-child attachment at infancy predicts attachment at adolescence 
(Hamilton, 2000).  Almeida and Galambos (1993) studied 112 Canadian adolescents and their 
fathers over the course of two years; the adolescents came from intact, dual-employed families.  
The study revealed that, despite certain variations in the father-child relationship, its overall rank 
and significance to the adolescent remained stable from sixth to eighth grade.  Simlarly, a three-
year longitudinal study of 335 suburban midwestern youth found that, from sixth to eighth grade, 
participants maintained parents as the individual(s) he or she felt closest with, and as their most 
likely source of advice on problems, puberty and sex (Crockett & Losoff, 1984).  The sample 
was largely Caucasian and from middle- to upper-middle class background.  Finally, data 
generated by Blyth et al.’s (1982) cross-sectional study found that nearly all of their seventh- to 
tenth-grade participants nominated one or both parents as significant individuals in their lives.  
The sample consisted of over 2800 students from mostly middle-class, college-educated, intact 
families in the Midwest.  Reviews of relevant literature also find that parents remain the most 



 10

influential figures in adolescents’ lives for advice on major life decisions (Holmbeck et al., 
1995).   

Certain longitudinal studies describe a positive change in the parent-child relationship 
over time.  Kim et al. (2001) conducted a nine-year study of parents and adolescents from 451 
Caucasian families in rural Iowa.  The investigation found that “negative affect” in the parent-
child relationship increased through childhood, then declined slightly just prior to the end of the 
his or her high school career.  Similarly, Rice and Mulkeen (1995) found that from adolescence 
through young adulthood there is a steady, moderate increase in closeness between parent and 
child.  This study tracked reported levels of parent-child intimacy in a sample of 109 
predominately Caucasian, middle- to upper-middle class adolescents from the Midwest; data was 
collected in eighth grade, twelfth grade, and four years subsequent to 12th grade.  Finally, 
literature suggests that, relative to fathers, mothers may be particularly able to maintain a 
functional parent-adolescent relationship by tailoring the relationship to accommodate the 
youth’s changing socio-developmental needs (Youniss, 1994). 

Research has also, however, found a negative change in certain qualities of the parent-
child relationship.  Larson & Richards (1991) conducted a cross-sectional study of the daily time 
us of 493 9- to 15-year-old suburban youth; the sample was almost exclusively Caucasian 
American, and was socio-economically mixed.  Participants were paged at random times over a 
one-week period, to prompt self-reports of whom they were spending time with, their location, 
their activities, and their mood.  Data showed a dramatic decrease in time spent with the family 
as a whole, the quantity halving from fifth to ninth grade.  Affect for the family was reported at 
lower levels in sixth to eighth grade, but had regained the fifth grade level by ninth grade.  Time 
with just the mother or just the father figures, and time spent conversing with either parent, was 
not found to change over time.  Reviews of the current literature also emphasize that adolescence 
is a time of increasing influence from peers as opposed to parents (Brown & Theobald, 1999), of 
increased conflict and negative affect between parents and children (Cox, in press), and of 
diminished orientation towards the parent-child relationship (K. H. Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 
1998).   

Some studies have concluded, however, that different elements of the parent-child 
relationship change or remain the same depending on particular events in, and characteristics of, 
the family in question.  Aquilino (1997) employed longitudinal data from the National Survey of 
Families and Households (NSFH).  Respondents consisted of 1,507 parents, mostly biological or 
adoptive (91%), and mostly mothers, who had at least one child between 12 and 18 years of age 
at Time 1.  Analysis of the data suggested that the elements of emotional closeness, control, and 
conflict in the parent-child relationships remain largely continuous into adulthood.  However, 
certain life transitions appeared to clearly change the relationship in a positive direction.  The 
study found that events such as leaving home, marriage, full-time employment, and enrollment in 
college all appeared to encourage better-quality parent-child relationships.  However, a decrease 
in emotional closeness was reported by parents subsequent to the child’s home-leaving, and the 
child’s transition to parenthood was associated with reports of lower relationships quality  .   

In sum, there are mixed findings on the stability of the parent-child relationship.  
Longitudinal studies have found that certain qualities of the union remain the same, while others 
change in positive and negative directions. 
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Antecedents 

Individual 

Given that parent-child relationships can affect such positive outcomes, such as social 
accomplishment and positive mental health, it is valuable to understand the factors and contexts 
that influence their likelihood and success.  There is a moderate amount of literature on the 
individual antecedents of parent-child relationships.  Longitudinal results are discussed below, 
but cross-sectional investigations are also included. Though they are not necessarily conclusive, 
these studies provide a larger set of studies with which to consider these relationships.  As noted 
above, cross-sectional studies are always identified. 

The adolescent’s rapport with parental figures appears to predict divergent outcomes.  
Hightower (1990) conducted a longitudinal investigation of 141 subjects from Berkeley, 
California.  Measures of interpersonal relations, psychological health, and personality were 
administered when the subjects were age 13 and again at age 50. Results suggest that the degree 
of respect in a parent-adolescent relationship predicted the adolescent’s focus on and 
involvement in relationships with peers and parents.  A cross-sectional study by Rice, 
Cunningham, and Young (1997) found that the gender of the parent appears to predict the effects 
of parent-child relationships.  The researchers sampled 630 Southern college students, of which 
249 were African American and the rest were Caucasian American.  The degree of a child’s 
attachment to the father was found to be a more accurate predictor of social competence than his 
or her attachment to the mother.  In this case, social competence is understood as the ability to 
develop relationships with peers, to access social support when needed, and to be comfortable in 
social situations, for example.  Interestingly, in Rice and Mulkeen’s (1995) longitudinal 
investigation findings showed that boys have closer relationships with their father than girls do. 

Furthermore, cross-sectional research suggests that individual personality characteristics 
may influence parent-child conflict.  Data from a subsample of the NSFH indicated that parent 
reports of characteristics such as unhappiness, anxiety, bullying, or a quick temper in the 
adolescent, for example, were positively associated with higher reports of conflict in the parent-
child relationship (Barber, 1994).  The sample was composed of 1828 parents of at least one 
child between 12- and 18-years-old.  Participants were Caucasian (73%), African American 
(21%), and Hispanic (6%). 

Adolescents’ dating experiences also seem to play a key role in determining the character 
of parent-child relationships.  Dowdy and Kliewer (1998) investigated the dating behavior and 
reports of parent-child relationships in a cross-sectional study of 859 high school students.  The 
sample was from the southeast, and was diverse in regard to ethnicity, socioeconomic 
background, and family structure, though gender was split unequally (71% female).  The 
investigation found that adolescents who dated, especially females and short-term daters, were 
more likely to have “intense conflict” with their parents than were non-daters.  This association 
is moderate, though significant (Dowdy & Kliewer, 1998).  These results support findings by 
Quatman et al. (2001).  A cross-sectional study of 380 adolescents in eighth, tenth, and 12th 
grade was recently conducted in Northern California.  The researchers found that frequent 
dating, described as dating more than “once or twice a month,” is associated with poorer familial 
relationships than those in families of adolescents who date infrequently (Quatman, Sampson, 
Robinson, & Watson, 2001).   
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The individual characteristics of the adolescent appear to exert a potentially significant 
influence on the character of the parent-child relationship.  Variables, such as gender, unique 
personality traits, levels of attachment and respect, and even dating history, can influence the 
trajectory of this union. 

Parent 

Individual qualities of the parent appear to influence the parent-child relationship, as 
well.  Longitudinal data collected over three years by Paley et al. (2000) revealed that higher 
levels of negative affect towards the adolescent predicted adolescent reports of parents as 
untrustworthy and unsupportive.  Affect was measured by the ratio of parental hostility versus 
warmth, as expressed during parent-child interaction.  The sample consisted of 337 Caucasian 
adolescents between the ages of 12 and 14 at time who lived with both biological parents and at 
least one sibling within four years of their age.  The participants were of mostly middle- to 
lower-middle-class families in the rural Midwest.  A cross-sectional study by Gavin and Furman 
(1996) investigated the individual characteristics of mothers and daughters, and daughters and 
best friends, in harmonious and disharmonious relationships.  The sample consisted of 60 
adolescent girls between 15 and 18 years old, and was almost entirely from a Caucasian 
American, middle class background.  The participants were selected according to their 
membership in very harmonious or very disharmonious relationships.  Certain characteristics in 
both mother and daughter, such as higher levels of socioemotional support, displays of affection, 
appropriate power-sharing (featuring increasing autonomy for the adolescent), and similar 
interests and emotional needs, appeared to promote a harmonious relationship.  Joint usage of 
“cooperative social skills” and problem-solving ability were also predictive of harmonious 
relationships.  Individual characteristics may also influence the father-child relationship.  Data 
from a subset of the National Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health)--- Wave 1 participants 
who reported living with a father or father figure (n=13,308)--- indicate that the father’s income 
level and employment status are positively associated with his level of closeness to the child, as 
is religiosity.  This closeness is negatively affected by the father’s coresidence with a women 
“with whom the adolescent does not have affective feelings” (Harris, Heard, & King, 2000, p. 
25).  The mother’s lifestyle may also affect this relationship.  Data from a longitudinal study of 
1,158 10- to 14-year-olds indicate that problems in the mother’s relationship with a spouse or 
partner, and poor quality of parent or parent-figure employment, predict lower reports of 
maternal warmth in the mother-child relationship (Menaghan, Kowaleski-Jones, & Mott, 1997).  
Participants were children of women in the nationally representative NLSY79; however, this 
sample does not represent 10- to 14-year-olds in general, as they were all born to mothers of 
lower-than-average childbearing age (over a quarter were under age 18, all were under age 23).   

A mother or father’s parenting style also predicts the child’s inter- and extra-familial 
relationships in later life.  Hightower’s  (1990) longitudinal findings show that children who 
grew up with authoritative parents--- those who balance the enforcement of rules with responsive 
and encouraging parenting--- had more positive reports of mental health in later life.  Mental 
health has been identified as a quality which facilitates establishing and maintaining social 
relationships (Hightower, 1990).  Also, cross-sectional research based on NSFH data has found 
that “negative parenting”, measured in levels of spanking, slapping, or yelling at the adolescent, 
appears to predict conflict in the parent-child relationship (Barber, 1994).  Cross-sectional 
analysis cannot clarify, however, whether negative parenting may have provoked this conflict, or 
may have developed as reaction to it.  Finally, it is possible that certain parental practices can 
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influence the degree to which children benefit from parent-child relationships.  Drawing from 
research conducted by Sroufe (1983), Hutt (1966), Vygotsky (1978), and Sigel (1982), Rubin 
and Rose-Krasnor (1992) concluded that the competent parent will guide and nurture the child’s 
independent problem-solving, and encourage the acquisition of new and challenging social skills. 

Overall, parents’ individual characteristics appear to influence the quality of parent-child 
relationships.  Expressions of affect, personal character traits, and styles of parenting may 
determine the rapport parents are able to establish and maintain with their adolescents. 

Family 

There are several factors stemming from family structure and characteristics of the family 
that appear to affect the parent-child relationship.  Parenting styles have been found to differ 
according to socioeconomic status and, to a lesser extent, by race and ethnicity (Julian, 
McKenry, & McKelvey, 1994).  Unfortunately, there is limited research on the direct influence 
of these characteristics on the parent-child relationship.  Family structure and the quality of 
interfamilial relationships are well-represented in the literature, however, and are important to 
the understanding of the parent-child relationship. 

Family disruption seems to be one of the most salient of the family-related factors.  
Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) conducted a longitudinal study of 116 children of divorced 
families.  At the time of the first interview, the children’s sample was roughly split between eight 
years old and younger, and nine to eighteen years.  The sample was composed largely of 
Caucasian American (88%), well-educated families in which the divorce had recently occurred.  
Among a myriad of other findings, data from interviews conducted at five and ten years 
indicated that divorce had a negative effect on the quality of parent-child relationships.  The 
findings from this study in particular, though, may not represent the experiences of divorced 
families in general, as the sample was biased toward families who sought clinical help following 
divorce.  Similar results, however, were found by Woodward, Fergusson, and Belsky’s (2000) 
longitudinal investigation, the Christchurch Health and Development Study.  The study 
investigated, from birth through age 16, 1,265 youth of a birth cohort in Christchurch, New 
Zealand.  The researchers found that parental separation was negatively associated with the 
child’s attachment to parents.  However, many such studies are countered by the argument that 
divorce and separation are merely indicators of pre-existing problems--- such as conflict--- in 
these families, and that these problems, and not the family’s structure, cause the negative 
outcomes in question3 (Hetherington & Kelly, 2002).  Due to this, researchers have had great 
difficulty trying to prove that the actual process of divorce or the changed family structure, itself, 
engenders problems in the parent-child relationship.  Still, some studies suggest that certain 
family structures negatively affect elements of the parent-child relationship.  Retrospective 
reports from the cross-sectional, nationally representative National Survey of Families and 

                                                 
3 Interestingly, one longitudinal study questions the association between the inter-parent and the parent-child 
relationship.  Moller and Stattin (2001) collected data in a longitudinal study of 185 Swedish men and women.  One 
hundred thirty-one representatives of these subjects were either married or cohabitating at the time of the last 
interview, which took place when the they were an average of 37 years old.  This study found that the quality of the 
parents’ relationship was not associated with the quality of the parent-child relationship Moller, K., & Stattin, H. 
(2001). Are close relationships in adolescence linked with partner relationships in midlife? A longitudinal, 
prospective study. The International Society for the Study of Behavioral Development, 25(1), 69-77.. These findings, 
however, represent an exception in the research of divorce and its effects; the grand majority of related literature has 
reported that parental divorce does in fact matter in the development of children. 
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Households (NSFH) show that, compared to their counterparts from intact families, children in 
single- or divorced-mother homes spend significantly less time with their residential mother and, 
especially, with their biological father (Mclanahan & Sandefur, 1994).  Furthermore, data from 
Menaghan’s (1997) longitudinal study, described above, suggest that families in which a single 
or divorced mother resides with an unmarried partner are associated with a lower quality of 
parent-child interaction than that of families in which a mother is in her original marriage or 
married to a new man.  The influence of family structure on the parent-child relationship can also 
be mediated by custodial arrangements; see the end of this section for discussion on custody 
effects.   

Other research stresses the presence of family discord as more disruptive than just family 
structure.  Cross-sectional research based on NSFH data found that family process variables 
appeared to most significantly influence the quality of parent-child relationship (Lansford, 
Ceballo, Abbey, & Stewart, 2001).  Reports on relationships between family members, overall 
family atmosphere, and parent and child well-being were collected from 799 families 
representing five different family structures (intact adoptive parents (14%), intact biological 
parents (25%), divorced single mother (25%), biological mother and stepfather (25%), and 
biological father and stepmother (11%)).  Analysis of the data showed that mothers in 
stepmother and stepfather families reported less frequent arguments than mothers in intact 
biological families or adoptive families, and that adoptive mothers and two-parent biological 
fathers reported higher “family cohesion”, measured in reports of fun, compassion, love, and 
teamwork versus tenseness, stress, and distance in the family, than other mothers and fathers, 
respectively.  The researchers concluded that family processes, such as interpersonal 
disagreements, were more accurate predictors of family relationships than family structure was 
found to be.  Similarly, research conducted by Musick and Bumpass (1998), based on a 
subsample of NSFH data, suggests that marital discord, in general, is associated with expressions 
of less positive parent-child relationships.  The participants consisted of 842 non-Hispanic 
Caucasian children ages 12 to 18, and their mothers and/or fathers.  Cross-sectional data showed 
that parents in stepfamilies were less likely to show affection to their children, in hugs or praise, 
than their intact marriage or single counterparts.  The researchers found that parents from 
medium- or high-conflict intact families are more likely to hit or yell at their children than 
parents from single parent families, step-parent families, or low-conflict intact families.   

Interestingly, longitudinal research conducted by Shapiro and Lambert (1999) suggested 
that it is, in fact, the residential status of the parent that most significantly affects the parent-child 
relationship following divorce.  Participants were 844 married fathers of a minor child at Time 1 
who were participating in the NSFH.  At the Time 2 interview, four to seven years later, some of 
the participants had divorced (14%); at this time the participants’ focal child was no older than 
19 years of age.  In-depth analysis revealed that divorced fathers who lived with the child, 29% 
of the divorced cases, reported father-child relationships of a similar quality to those of 
continuously married fathers and their children.  Similarly, analysis of a subsample of the NSFH-
-- 4,422 individuals 19 to 34 years old, with a history of three or fewer family types, and with a 
living parent from whom they lived independently--- revealed differences in parent-child 
relationship quality by custody arrangement in nonintact families (Aquilino, 1994).  Reports of 
the quality of custodial mother-child relationships in nonintact families were nearly as positive as 
those of participants from intact families; there was virtually no difference in relationship quality 
when marital dissolution had occurred early in the child’s life.  However, reports of the quality of 
non-custodial father-child relationships from nonintact, maternal custody families were 
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significantly more negative than those of participants from intact families.  Conversely, reports 
of custodial father-child relationships from nonintact families reveal a significantly higher 
quality relationship than in the case of noncustodial fathers or even resident fathers from intact 
families. 

Finally, data collected by Harris, Heard & King (2000) from a subsample of Add Health 
participants (n=13,308), described above, indicate that the makeup of the family may affect the 
parent-child relationship.  The presence of siblings under the age of six, for example, appears to 
have a negative affect on father-child closeness, though it does not affect the pair’s participation 
in joint activities.  Residing with an adult relative, such as a grandparent, appears to have a 
negative affect on the quantity of time fathers spend with their children.  

The family unit itself appears to greatly influence parent-child relationships.  Findings are 
mixed in concerning the effects of family structure, but there is strong support that family 
discord, in general, has negative effects on this union.  A parent’s non-residential status also 
appears to compromise the parent-child relationship.   

 

Neighborhood 

 The neighborhood in which families reside also appears to affect the parent-child 
relationship.  Over three years, Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2001) conducted a quasi-
experimental evaluation of the Moving to Opportunities project, a program which helps families 
to move from public housing to better neighborhoods.  The study suggests that living in less 
disadvantaged neighborhoods, as defined by the Census or, to a lesser extent, as perceived by the 
family, is associated with a decrease in children arguing with or disobeying their parents; it was 
also correlated to mothers being less harsh in their parenting.  Participating families were largely 
African American or Hispanic (n=293), living in public housing.  Roughly a third of the families 
chose to participate in one of the two randomly assigned treatment housing options; this group 
was more disadvantaged than the study group in general.  Similarly, cross-sectional data from the 
NLSY79 indicate a significant association between living in areas with high levels of high school 
dropouts--- indicative of insufficient educational resources in the community---  and lower levels 
of maternal warmth and responsiveness towards her child (Kowaleski-Jones, 1996).  The sample 
consisted of the 860 children between the ages of 14 and 18 (in 1994) of women in the NLSY79.  
These participants are not representative of 14- to 18-year-old adolescents in general, however, 
as they were all born to mothers of unusually young childbearing age.    

Programs 
Positive parent-child relationships can be promoted in a variety of different ways.  There 

are numerous programs offered by both public and private social services agencies.  
Unfortunately, the vast majority of these have not been evaluated with experimental methods.  A 
handful have been the focus of small, non-representative studies, however, and the available 
evidence suggests that programs can foster positive changes in the parent-child relationship. 

One program which has shown promising results in promoting positive parent-child 
relationships does so through the instruction of various communication, problem-solving, and 
perspective-taking skills.  The goals of this program, called the Iowa Strengthening Families 
Program (ISFP), include reducing substance use among adolescents and improving the parent-
child relationship, among others (Molgaard & Spoth).  An experimental evaluation by Project 
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Family, at the Institute for Social and Behavioral research at Iowa State University, investigated 
446 families from low-income areas in Iowa.  The sample was randomly assigned to either a 
control or treatment group, which underwent two-hour teaching sessions over seven weeks.  The 
first hour of the session consisted of separate parent and adolescent training.  Among other 
issues, parents were taught limit-setting, communication, encouraging good behavior, and using 
community resources; adolescents received training on goal-setting, appreciating parents, dealing 
with stress, and how to deal with peer pressure.  A subsequent hour of joint training focused on 
appreciating others, understanding family values, conflict resolution, and various communication 
skills.  Data, which was collected for four years after the initial treatment, showed that parents 
experienced more sophisticated parenting skills, had increased “positive feelings” towards their 
child, and strong parent-child relationships continued to develop over time.  This program has 
been tailored to work with specific ethnic populations, as well; informal measures suggest 
similarly successful outcomes, but longitudinal studies are still underway.  

Improvement in the parent-child union can also be accomplished through a reduction of 
conflict in the relationship.  Programs such as ASSET (Adolescent Social Skills Effectiveness 
Training) seek to reduce such conflict with social skills training for both parents and children.  A 
quasi-experimental evaluation by Noble, Adams and Openshaw (1989), and later by Openshaw, 
Mills, Adams and Durso (1992), investigated the impact of ASSET on 25 Mormon, dual-parent, 
middle-class parent-child dyads.  The dyads were recruited through advertisements, and self-
selected themselves into the control and treatment groups according to their ability to 
accommodate the training schedule (Openshaw et al., 1992).  Pre- and post-tests were performed.  
One study found that the parent-child pairs in the treatment group improved communication and 
problem-solving skills at a rate of two- to three- times that of the comparison group (Noble et al., 
1989).  The other study reported “only modest evidence… that social skills enhancement was 
able to significantly improve interpersonal relationships,” but found improvements in social 
skills for both groups; post-test, adolescents demonstrated improved problem-solving and 
negotiability, parents perceived changes, in the expected directions, of warmth and hostility in 
the relationships, and both parties reported increases in their ability to give and receive negative 
feedback (Openshaw et al., 1992).  

Furthermore, an intervention program focused on parenting appears to ultimately 
encourage better quality parent-child relationships.  The program, geared to educate adolescents 
on the responsibilities and consequences of parenthood, was part of Save the Children’s Positing 
Parenting Project in a rural area of Scotland (Cutting & Tammi, 1999).  Program exercises 
included generating ideas of skills and qualities participants considered important in a parent, 
employing a parent’s perspective to evaluate problems, conflicts, and responsibilities, and 
discussing the lifestyle changes that would occur if participants had children.  In a retrospective 
evaluation, 27 respondents, 18 males and 9 females between the ages of 13 and 14, reported an 
increased understanding of their parents’ decisions, motivations, and sacrifices.  Respondents 
also reported being more empathetic towards their parents and more understanding of the 
demands parents placed on them.  However, no females and only a quarter of the males 
perceived a positive change in their parent-child relationship.  

Improvements in this union may also come from intervention programs which seek to 
accomplish their goals through changes in the parent-youth relationship.  A program in Southern 
California, for example, sought to prevent tobacco and alcohol use through the informative 
bilingual lessons, social skills training, and communication development between parents and 
children.  Six hundred sixty migrant Hispanic families with adolescents participated in the eight-
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session program, including three parent-child sessions, and a homework component with which 
parents were encouraged to help.  Experimental evaluation found that Hispanic adolescents from 
families with fewer children experienced notable improvements in parent-child communication 
(Litrownik et al., 2000). 

Mentoring and mentor-like relationships between adults and adolescents may also 
improve the parent-child relationship.  This positive change may result by virtue of the 
adolescent’s participation in a “successful” relationship with a mentor, in which he or she can 
develop fundamental elements of social interaction, such as trust in others and the productive 
expression of emotions (Tierney, Grossman, & Resch, 1995).  This phenomenon was explored 
by Tierney, Grossman and Resch (1995), who experimentally evaluated the effects of the Big 
Brothers/Big Sisters (BB/BS) program.  Data were collected from 959 youth, split nearly evenly 
into the control and treatment groups, at the time of entry into the study, at the time the child-
mentor match was made, and 18 months after entry into the study.  The majority of the sample 
was from a minority background (55%), male (60%), and between 11 and 13 years old (69%); all 
of the sample was between the ages of 10 and 16.  Over 25% these youth had been subject to 
physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, and many (over 40%) were participating in public 
assistance programs.  The researchers found that the quality of parent-child relationships, 
measured in changes in trust, communication, anger/alienation, was positively associated to 
participation in the program.  Participants also reported lying to their parents less frequency than 
youth in the control groups  (Tierney et al., 1995).  Rhodes, Grossman, and Resch (2000) also 
found that  “mentoring led to statistically significant improvements in… youth’s relationships 
with their parents”.   

Overall, it appears that various kinds of intervention programs have the potential to 
positively affect the parent-child relationship.  The diverse programs appear to be achieve these 
improvements through the development of general communication, conflict management, and 
perspective-taking skills. 

Summary 
In sum, adolescents’ quality relationships with their parent(s) have implications for the 

many outcomes related to the healthy development of adolescents.  For instance, the parent- 
child relationship is associated with development of social skills such as conflict resolution and 
intimacy.  In addition, the parent-child relationship appears to influence the development of other 
social relationships, such as romantic relationships and other friendships.   This relationship also 
influences the psychological and psychosocial development of youth.  There are mixed findings 
on the stability of the parent-child relationship; for example, qualities such as conflict and 
closeness are found not to change in certain studies, while they are both found to increase in 
other studies.  However, data from representative samples are not available, and without such 
data definitive statements are not possible. 

Individual characteristics, such as the degree of respect in the relationship, the gender of 
the parent, the gender of the youth, the youth’s personality, and the youth’s dating experience are 
all related to the quality of the parent-child relationship.  Similarly, individual parents’ behavior, 
level of affect, and parenting styles, as well as characteristics of the family as a whole, influence 
the quality of the parent-child relationship.   

There is evidence that intervention programs may positively influence the quality of the 
parent-youth relationship, though most have not been evaluated experimentally or on 
representative populations.  For instance, there is some evidence that participation in social skills 
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development programs and even mentoring programs may enhance the quality of the parent-
youth relationship.  

A number of antecedents have been documented for a quality parent-youth relationship.  
However, it is important to emphasize that many of these studies are cross-sectional, and some 
are longitudinal in design.  These study designs make it impossible to determine the direction of 
causation between the variables we have characterized as antecedents of parent-youth 
relationships and the relationship, itself.    

Siblings 

Introduction 
Sibling relationships serve as an ongoing source of influence and provide a social forum 

for adolescents to both practice and develop their relationship skills (K. J. Conger, Conger, & 
Scaramella, 1997; R. D. Conger & Rueter, 1996; Rowe, Rodgers, & Meseck-Bushey, 1992; 
Slomkowski, Rende, Conger, Simons, & Conger, 2001).  The quality or manner in which 
siblings interact with one another has a cumulative effect on adolescent development.  According 
to longitudinal research conducted by Conger, Conger, and Scaramella (1997), among the 388 
middle-class, Mid Western seventh-graders sampled, the degree to which a sibling is controlling, 
hostile, or competitive has developmental effects, concurrently as well as later in adolescence, on 
the focal child’s relational style.  Additional longitudinal research conducted by Slomkowski et 
al. (2001) found that among the 164 middle-class, white adolescent sibling dyads sampled, 
delinquent siblings, especially older delinquent siblings, serve as stepping-stones to delinquency.  
Through additional analyses, the authors found evidence that the high levels of hostility and 
coercion between the older delinquent sibling and the younger sibling serve as a continual source 
of social influence throughout adolescence, and lead to higher levels of delinquency in the 
younger sibling. 

Beyond simply providing a continual source of influence that has cumulative effects on 
adolescent relational styles and levels of delinquency, siblings also might affect adolescent 
outcomes.  Several researchers have found that a positive relationship with a sibling helps to 
mitigate the negative consequences of adverse situations.  Longitudinal research conducted on 39 
middle-class families revealed that a close relationship with a sibling helps to protect an 
adolescent from the stresses of both parental disharmony and negative life events (Dunn, 
Slomkowski, & Beardsall, 1994).  Correlational research on 450 mostly white, suburban families 
found that a supportive, warm relationship with a sibling may buffer an adolescent from the 
negative influences of explosive discipline and marital conflict (Simons, Whitbeck, Conger, & 
Wu, 1991).  Finally, results of cross-sectional research conducted by Jenkins (1992) suggest that, 
among the 164 families with early adolescents studied, those children coming from 
“disharmonious” homes who had a close sibling relationship had fewer reported psychological 
difficulties then did those children coming from “disharmonious” homes who did not have a 
close sibling relationship. 

Research on sibling relationships also suggests that the quality of the relationship may 
influence cognitive development.  Longitudinal research by Dunn et al. (1994) found that 
negative behavior by the older sibling towards the younger sibling is inversely related with the 
younger siblings’ perceived level of scholastic competence.  Finally, the qualities of sibling 
relationships affect social competence as well.  The researchers found that younger siblings’ 
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negative behavior towards older siblings is associated with lower levels of perceived social 
competence at a later time point for the older sibling.   

Stability 
Overall, research indicates that, while the dynamics of sibling relationships remain quite 

stable from early childhood through adolescence, and are largely predicated on the quality of 
early childhood relationships, particular family dynamics and sibling characteristics are 
associated with fluctuations in sibling relationship quality during adolescence.  Dunn, et al. 
(1994) found that within the families studied, both behavior towards and perceptions of another 
sibling are highly stable between preschool and early adolescence.  Furthermore, the stability of 
the relationship remains regardless of birth order.  Longitudinal research carried out by Stocker 
and Dunn et al. (1994) on 118 families revealed that, based on mothers’ reports, both hostile and 
warm relationships towards a sibling are stable between childhood and early adolescence.  
Similarly, Stillwell and Dunn (1985) have documented the continuity between sibling 
relationships from early childhood through middle childhood.  Stocker and Dunn (1994) suggest 
that continuity in parents’ relationship with each sibling, as well as children’s stable 
temperamental characteristics, may be partially responsible for sibling relationship stability.  
These authors also suggest that siblings may simply develop patterns of interaction that are 
themselves stable despite the developmental changes each child goes through.  Finally, Dunn et 
al. (1994) suggest that continuity in each child’s relationship with his or her parents as well as 
continuity of family dynamics foster sibling relational stability.  

Although the dynamics of sibling relationships tend to remain stable over time, certain 
sibling personality and behavioral characteristics can, over a short period of time, permanently 
alter sibling relationship quality (Stocker & Dunn, 1994).  For example, those sibling dyads that 
have a hostile older sibling and a non-hostile younger sibling, or a highly active older sibling, the 
level of hostility, as measured three years later, directed towards the younger sibling by the older 
sibling goes down.  Additionally, older siblings initially perceived by an independent observer as 
receiving more maternal control when compared to the younger sibling show higher levels of 
hostility toward their younger sibling three years later.  Conversely, levels of hostile behavior 
directed towards the older sibling by the younger sibling go down over time when the older 
sibling exhibits positive emotionality towards the younger sibling (Stocker & Dunn, 1994).  As 
mentioned earlier, negative life events as well as parental disharmony can lead to siblings 
growing closer (Dunn et al., 1994).  Finally, Dunn et al. (1994) also found that new friendships 
that children form outside the family can have a negative effect on the quality of sibling 
relationships.   

Antecedents 

Individual 

One’s ability to initiate and maintain relationships with another person is in part 
predicated on individual personality traits, behaviors, and characteristics.  Sibling relationships 
are no exception.  From personality to gender, individual characteristics are highly predictive of 
one’s relationship quality with a sibling over time. 

Numerous studies on sibling relationships have found that certain temperamental 
characteristics are highly predictive of sibling relationship quality.  Cross-sectional research 
conducted on 96 mother-sibling-sibling triads found a strong link between personality traits and 
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early adolescent sibling relational quality (Stocker, Dunn, & Plomin, 1990).  Those personality 
traits that had a positive effect on relationship quality were a shy older sibling, a sociable 
younger sibling, a low frequency of upset in both the older and younger sibling, and a short 
duration of upset for the younger sibling.  Those personality traits that had a negative effect on 
relationship quality were a high activity level of the younger sibling, a younger sibling prone to 
fits of extreme anger, and a younger sibling with an overall high level of anger.  Cross-sectional 
research on 40 same-sex sibling dyads with the oldest sibling nearing adolescence found that 
children high in emotionality and activity and low in persistence tend to direct more negative 
behavior towards their sibling (Brody, Stoneman, & Burke, 1987)s. 

Beyond a sibling’s temperament, research suggests that specific sibling behaviors can 
affect the relationship as well.  Cross-sectional research carried found that among the 826 mostly 
white adolescents and adults ranging from age 18 to 25 sampled, that youth with a heavy 
drinking sibling report weaker relationships with their heavy drinking sibling than do those youth 
with a non-heavy drinking sibling (Stevenson & Lee, 2001).  Authors assert that because heavy 
drinking is associated with behaviors that are considered disruptive by family members, and 
these behaviors complicate family dynamics, relationships with heavy-drinking siblings tend to 
be strained.  Somewhat counter-intuitively, some research suggests that delinquent acts can serve 
as a common interest between siblings and thereby foster sibling relationships.  Slomkowski et 
al. (2001) found that common levels of delinquency are positively related to sibling relationship 
quality.  Utilizing a nationally representative sample, Rowe et al. (1992) found a similar 
relationship between shared levels of delinquency and positive sibling relationships.  

Research has shown that demographic characteristics such as age and gender are also 
associated with the quality of sibling relationships.  Dunn et al. (1994) found that during early 
adolescence boys tend to report less warmth and intimacy with their younger sisters than do early 
adolescent girls.  It should be noted, however, that one recent study  found no gender effects 
when researching sibling relationships (Dunn, Deater-Deckard, Pickering, Golding, & the 
ALSPAC Study Team, 1999).  With respect to the influence of age, both longitudinal research 
conducted by Dunn et al.  (1999) in the United Kingdom on an ethnically diverse sample of over 
3,500 early-adolescent sibling dyads, and cross-sectional research mentioned earlier conducted 
by Stocker et al. (1990) found that older adolescents are less likely to report conflict with their 
siblings than are younger adolescents and children. 

Beyond environmental influences, research also suggests that genetic influences may 
play a role in determining the quality of sibling relationships.  Researchers believe that 
personality development is equally influenced by environmental and genetic factors (Plomin, 
1991; Turkheimer, 2000).  The influence of genetics on personality development influences 
social relationships through the effect one’s personality has on how others relate to him or her.  
Research by Rende, Slomkowski, Stocker, Fulker, and Plomin (1992) suggest that the 
relationship between genetics, personality, and relationship quality pertains to sibling 
relationships (Rende, 1992). 

In sum, individual factors ranging from temperament, levels of alcohol consumption, age, 
gender, and genetic influences on personality can affect the quality of adolescent sibling 
relationships.  
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Parents 

A significant portion of research on sibling relationships has focused on the family and 
both its positive and negative influence on sibling relationship quality.  The family affects sibling 
relationships in a variety of ways.  The family’s level of functioning and make-up have unique 
effects on sibling relationship quality. 

Much research documents the negative effects of parental hostility on sibling 
relationships.  Attachment theorists suspect that based on early relational patterns with parents, 
children develop their own interaction style (Stocker & Dunn, 1994).  If parents largely relate to 
each other and other family members in a hostile manner, then that hostility is likely to manifest 
itself in their children’s own relational style.  Ultimately, the child’s maladaptive relational style 
has a negative effect on the sibling relationship.  Cross-sectional research conducted by K. J. 
Conger, Conger, and Elder (1994) on 221 seventh-graders with older siblings found that 
maternal and parental hostility, both towards each other as well as other family members, have a 
negative effect on sibling relationships.  Specifically, this research found that parents’ hostility 
had a strong negative effect on warm and supportive feelings between siblings.  Similar to 
Stocker and Dunn (1994), Conger et al. (1994) suggest that siblings may emulate their parents’ 
hostile relational styles during sibling interactions.  Furthermore, Dunn et al.’s (1999) 
longitudinal research on sibling relationships found that both low levels of affection and high 
levels of hostility between a mother and her partner (usually the father and more often than not a 
married-partner) were related to later negative behavior directed to the younger sibling by the 
older sibling, while high levels of reported marital affection was positively linked to the older 
siblings rating of the younger sibling four years later.  In a study of 73 same-sex sibling dyads 
from two-parent upper- to middle-class families  found that negative aspects of the parents’ 
marital relationship were linked to an older siblings’ negative behavior towards his or her 
younger sibling (Erel, Margolin, & John, 1998).  Finally, according to cross-sectional research, 
those mothers out of the 64 families sampled who described their marriages as low in affection 
were more likely to have children who reported higher levels of conflict and competition 
between one another (Stocker, Ahmed, & Stall, 1997).  

A perceived discrepancy in parental treatment has a negative effect on sibling 
relationships.  Observational research by Stocker et al. (1990) found that excessive maternal 
control directed toward older sibling, as rated by an independent coder, leads to a sibling 
relationship rated as both competitive and controlling.  Their study also showed similar results 
for excessive maternal control directed toward the younger sibling.  For those mother-sibling-
sibling triads that were rated as having a mother who directed attention toward the younger 
sibling, the sibling relationship was also rated as competitive and controlling while being 
witnessed during a video-taped session.  According to the results of research by Brody et al. 
(1987), families in which mothers are differentially controlling, responsive, or affectionate 
toward their children are more likely to have siblings who report relationships high in conflict 
and low in friendliness.  Finally, while researching mostly white, middle-class families, McHale 
and Pawletko (1992) found that, among the 62 adolescent sampled (half of which had a younger 
sibling who was physically disabled), perceived differential treatment of siblings was negatively 
related to sibling relationship quality. 

Finally, cross-sectional research found that among the 64 predominantly white, middle-
class tenth-grade adolescents sampled, that males who have a mother who works are more likely 
to have arguments with their siblings and the arguments are likely to last longer when compared 
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to males who have a mother that does not work (Montemayor, 1984).  No relationship was found 
with female siblings.  Montemayor (1984) concludes that male adolescents with mothers who 
work full-time exhibit higher levels of conflict towards their siblings because they often have 
more responsibilities to tend to at home when compared to adolescent children of mothers who 
do not work full-time, and they spend more time at home together outside the presence of an 
adult, who, if home, could serve as a mediator during sibling conflict. 

In sum, the manner in which the parents of adolescents treat both each other and their 
adolescent children, a perceived discrepancy in parental treatment of siblings, and a full-time 
working mother all affect sibling relationship quality.   

Siblings 

With respect to the effects of sibling dyad structure on sibling relationship quality, the 
research is somewhat mixed.  Although limited research suggests that there is no relationship 
between sibling structure variables (Dunn, 1988), a majority of the research suggests otherwise.  
As mentioned earlier, large-sample longitudinal research conducted by Dunn et al. (1999) found 
that among the older siblings, there was a decrease with age in both positive and negative 
behavior towards younger siblings.  Cross-sectional research conducted by Buhrmester and 
Furman (1990) found, among the 363 middle- to-upper class early to late adolescents sampled, 
that the older the siblings were in the sibling dyad, the less conflict the younger sibling reported 
with the older sibling.  Their findings suggest that sibling relationships become more egalitarian 
with age.  Similarly, cross-sectional research conducted by Stocker et al. (1990) found that the 
larger the difference in ages between two siblings the more likely they were to be rated as having 
a positive relationship while being viewed during a video-taped session.  Additionally, Stocker et 
al. (1990) found that same gender sibling dyads were rated as less controlling and less 
competitive while being viewed during a videotaped session.  Finally, according to correlational 
research of a large sample of adolescent-sibling dyads, same-sex sibling dyads were more likely 
to enjoy and join in the same behaviors (Rowe et al., 1992).        

Programs  
Overall, few programs have been developed to reduce sibling conflict and thereby foster 

sibling relationships (Furman & McQuaid, 1992).  Furman and McQuaid (1992) suggest that 
because sibling conflict is often considered inevitable, and because the actual point at which 
sibling conflict crosses over from typical to dysfunctional levels is not well defined, sibling 
conflict is rarely thought to require clinical intervention.  Subsequently, few clinical 
interventions have been developed.  Despite this complacent approach to sibling conflict, 
practitioners have developed a couple of programs or interventions. 

An experimental study conducted by Vickerman, Reed, and Roberts (1997) on 26 sibling 
dyads in late childhood or early adolescence found that a parent training program on dealing with 
sibling conflict can lower levels of sibling conflict and foster sibling relationships.  After a 
baseline measurement for conflict was attained for the entire sample, mother-sibling-sibling 
triads were randomly assigned to the control or treatment group.  Those triads placed in the 
group that included training on reprimanding children during and after conflict showed a 
significant decrease in sibling conflict when compared to those triads that were placed in the 
control group that who received no training.  Other researchers have shown through cross-
sectional research that, similar to the study of training mentioned above, a method of reinforcing 
children for cooperative play and sending them to time-outs for fighting reduces conflicts among 
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children (Allison & Allison, 1971; Leitenberg & et al., 1977; O'Leary, O'Leary, & Becker, 
1967). 

As supported by research cited in the family-antecedent section above, Furman and 
McQuaid (1992) stress that it is important to keep in mind that sibling conflict is linked to 
parenting styles.  Subsequently, strategies for reducing conflict may also lie in addressing 
parenting styles rather than the sibling relationships themselves.   

Summary 
Sibling relationships serve an important role in adolescent development.  Quality 

relationships with siblings can influence the adolescent’s relationship style and delinquent 
behaviors.  They can also as serve as a protective factor from family stress.  Quality sibling 
relationships may also enhance a youth’s cognitive development.  There is some evidence that 
sibling relationship quality is quite stable from early childhood through adolescence.   

A number of individual- and family- level factors are related to quality sibling 
relationships.    An individual’s temperament and sibling characteristics, such as drinking, age, 
and gender, have been found to influence the quality of the sibling relationship.  In addition, 
family characteristics, such as family functioning, can affect the quality of the sibling 
relationship.  There is also very limited evidence that programs geared at decreasing sibling 
conflict can increase the quality of the sibling relationship (at least as demonstrated through 
decreased conflict).   

There are a number of studies that identify predictors for a quality relationship between 
siblings.  As discussed in the parent-youth relationship section, though, it is important to note 
that the vast majority of these studies were correlational, and/or cross-sectional in design.  From 
these types of study designs it is impossible to determine the direction of causality or whether the 
findings are consistent across socioeconomic and ethnic groups, age ranges, and other individual 
characteristics, and therefore any conclusion should be cautious.   

Grandparents and Other Family members 

Introduction 
Recent reports suggest that a relationship with a caring adult, not necessarily a parent, is 

potentially a key factor in protecting adolescents from negative outcomes (Carnegie Council on 
Adolescent Development, 1989, 1992; National Commission on Children, 1991a; Scales & 
Gibbons, 1996).  According to Munsch and Blyth (1993), relationships with other adults provide 
adolescents with a quality of support comparable to parents.  In short, relationships with other 
adults serve as a source of instrumental and emotional support, emotional regulation, esteem 
enhancement, and cognitive appraisal.  While this research focused on both other-family and 
non-family adults, Hendry, Roberts, Glendinning and Coleman’s (1992) research on adolescent 
development focused only on the functions and influence of non-parent familial adults.  
According to Hendry et al., non-parent familial adults serve many of the same functions as 
parents, but serve those functions to different degrees.  When compared to parents, non-parent 
familial adults serve as role models, teachers, and unconditional-supporters to a greater extent 
than parents.  While both parents and other familial adults were viewed as sources of motivation 
or challengers, parents were viewed as the stronger challengers. 
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Adolescents themselves recognize the importance of non-parent familial adults.  Cross-
sectional research by Sanders and Trygstad (1993) found, among the predominantly white 125 
late adolescents sampled, that a large majority of adolescents view their relationship with their 
grandparents as an important source of influence.  Additionally, correlational research conducted 
by Blyth et al. (1982) with a sample of over 2,800 early to middle adolescents found that 75% of 
those sampled nominated at least one extended family member as a person they value and/or 
who influences them.   

Beyond providing sources of influence similar to parents and being nominated by 
adolescents as valued, influential role models, numerous studies show the positive effects that 
non-parent familial adults have on levels of perceived family cohesion.  According to cross-
sectional research by Sanders and Trygstad (1993), discussed earlier, a majority of the 
adolescents sampled reported that their relationship with their grandparent(s) fostered family 
cohesion.  Additionally, adolescent reports of family strength were positively associated with 
frequency of contact with grandparents.    Small sample, cross-sectional studies conducted by 
Ramirez (1985) and Hagestad (1985) each found that through playing the role of mediator or 
confidant, grandparents can ease tension during times of parent-child conflict.  Similarly, cross-
sectional research by Creasey (1993) on a sample of 588 middle-class late adolescents from 
recently divorced families suggests that grandparents can provide solidarity to the family system 
at times of stress and strain .  Finally, the presence of grandparents may serve as a source of 
stability for parents, which in turn eases tension and stress associated with parenting (Hagestad, 
1985), which, in turn, leads positive youth outcomes (K. J. Conger et al., 1994; Erel et al., 1998; 
Stocker et al., 1997). 

Research also suggests that grandparents can play important functional roles as well.  
Varying by family situations, grandparents can serve as key and arguably necessary sources of 
support and influence.  Especially for those adolescents in low-income, urban, single parent 
families, the added influence that grandparents provide proves pivotal (Scales & Gibbons, 1996).  
According to a report from the U.S. Bureau of the Census (1992) reference from Handbook on 
Grandparenthood, grandparents who are caretakers of grandchildren are more apt to be both 
women and poor, suggesting that caretaking services of grandparents of low-income families are 
more likely to be required or used.  Longitudinal research using the National Survey of Families 
and Households found that the odds of being in charge of grandchildren were higher for African-
American grandparents (Fuller-Thomson, Minkler, & Driver, 1997).  Finally, longitudinal 
research spanning ten years that followed 189 families with first-graders found that grandparents 
from low-income, African-American families were likely to play a positive role in the rearing of 
their grandchildren; especially when fathers were absent (Kellam, Ensminger, & Turner, 1977). 

Grandparents also serve as sources of history and culture, and bring continuity to 
adolescents’ lives (Baranowski, 1982; Bratton, Ray, & Moffit, 1998; Creasey, 1993).  According 
to longitudinal and cross-sectional research, grandparents serve as transmitters of culture and 
history as well as intergenerational values (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Hagestad, 1985; S. G. 
Updegraff, 1968).   

Stability  
Due to generational differences and developmental changes in both the grandchild and 

grandparents, maintaining quality grandchild-grandparent relationships can be difficult.  The 
results of Hagestad’s (1983) longitudinal research suggest that families should build bridges 
between the old and the young.  Due to a rapidly changing society with norms and beliefs 
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profoundly different from those two generations ago, the surrounding community does not itself 
provide a “common ground” for the grandchild and the grandparent to relate.  Subsequently, 
families must build a relational bridge that will accommodate different stages of life, 
generational positions, and different historical perspectives.  For example, Hagestad (1983) 
found that both grandchildren and grandparents reported avoiding certain topics of discussion in 
order to avoid conflict.  Typically, those mutually avoided topics involved areas of life in which 
sociocultural change had occurred.  Not only must there be an effort to bridge the generations, 
but that effort must be reciprocal (Baranowski, 1982; Hagestad, 1985).  Hagestad (1983) points 
out that both the grandparent and the grandchild must initiate and actively negotiate the evolving 
relationship in order to insure its maintenance.  Finally, differences between the roles that 
grandmothers and grandfathers are comfortable playing affect the strength of the bond between 
the grandchild and the grandparent as the grandchild passes though adolescence (Hagestad, 
1985).  As their grandchildren age, grandfathers tend to show a higher regard for grandsons, and 
they consider topics such as education and life responsibilities as important domains.  
Grandmothers on the other hand, distinguish less between granddaughters and grandsons as they 
age, and are more comfortable talking about family concerns, family relationships, and other 
social topics.  

Antecedents 

Individual 

Researchers studying adolescent relationships with non-parent familial adults have 
focused on adolescent demographic characteristics as predictors of relationship quality.  
Specifically, research has shown that both adolescents’ gender and age are predictive of both the 
quantity and quality of their relationships with non-parent familial adults. 

Several researchers have documented the effects of gender on adolescent non-parent 
familial adult relationships.  Longitudinal research conducted by Dubas (2001) revealed, among 
the 335 predominantly white, middle class adolescents sampled, that males tend to report greater 
closeness to their grandfathers than do females.  Interestingly, this finding is consistent with 
Hagestad’s (1983) contention that grandfathers tend to show higher regard for grandsons.  The 
author attributes her findings to cultural norms on gender relationships that make it easier for 
grandfathers to relate to late-adolescent grandsons than to late-adolescent granddaughters 
(Dubas, 2001).  Similarly, Creasey (1993) found that regardless of family status, granddaughters 
reported closer relationships with their grandmothers than grandsons reported with their 
grandfathers.  To summarize the effects of gender (in this case both grandchild and grandparent 
gender) on the grandchild-grandparent relationships, Dubas (2001) found, based on grandchild 
reports, that granddaughters were closest to grandmothers, grandsons reported the next level of 
closeness to grandfathers, grandsons reported the next level of closeness with grandmothers, and 
granddaughters reported the lowest level of closeness with their grandfathers.  According to 
cross-sectional research conducted by Blyth, Hill, and Theil (1982) on over 2,800 early to mid-
adolescents, girls tend to have somewhat larger numbers of familial adult relationships than do 
boys and have higher frequencies of contact with non-parent familial adults such as grandparents 
and aunts and uncles.  Cross-sectional research by Coates (1987), which consisted of a sample of 
390 African American adolescents, found similar results to those of Blyth et al. (1982).  Beyond 
a higher quantity of familial adult relationships, girls also report higher levels of intimacy with 
familial adults.  Cross-sectional research conducted by Benson (1993) found, among the 46,000 



 26

adolescents sampled, that females reported higher levels of intimacy with non-parent familial 
adults than did males.   

Research on adolescent relationships with non-parent familial adults also suggests that 
the age of the adolescent predicts relationship quality.  According to cross-sectional research 
conducted on 269 adolescent females, early adolescence marks the height of emotional distance 
between a granddaughter and her grandparents (E. Hoffman, 1980).  Some research suggests that 
as grandchildren pass through adolescence their bond with their grandparents tends to increase.  
Cross-sectional research on a large sample group found that the older children or adolescents 
were more likely to use non-parent familial adults as a source of support and guidance than were 
the younger children (Benson, 1993).  Conversely, research conducted by Blyth et al. (1982), 
which focuses on just grandparents as opposed to all non-parent familial adults, found that 
adolescent reports of closeness to their grandparents did not increase with age.   

Family 

A significant portion of the research on adolescent relationships with non-parent familial 
adults focuses on parental relationships with the other adults as well as family type as predictors 
of relationship quality.  Parents largely mediate the grandchild-grandparent relationship by 
serving as a “lineage bridge” between the first and third generations (Baranowski, 1982; Hill, 
Foote, Aldous, Carlson, & MacDonald, 1970).  Several studies document the effect of parents as 
the intergenerational link between grandchildren and their grandparents.  According to 
longitudinal research based on 400 white rural families, grandchildren with parents who have a 
positive relationship with the child’s grandparents are more likely to have a strong relationship 
with their grandparents than are those grandchildren whose parents report a negative relationship 
with the child’s grandparents (V. King & Elder, 1995).  Cross-sectional research on a small 
sample of adolescent-grandparent dyads found that two-thirds of the 86 young-adult 
grandchildren sampled indicated that their parents set the pace or standard for their relationship 
with their grandparents (Robertson, 1976).  A different cross-sectional study, on 398 two-parent, 
middle-class families, found that parents who reported negative relationships with their parents 
were more likely to have adolescents who reported lower levels of closeness and frequency of 
contact with their grandparents (Whitbeck, Hoyt, & Huck, 1993).  Finally, cross-sectional 
research of 208 late adolescents found that young-adult grandchildren tend to look to their 
parents’ relationship with their own parents as a model for how to act towards their grandparents 
(Hodgson, 1992).  Hodgson (1992) suggests two possible explanations for parents’ influence on 
the grandchild-grandparent relationship.  One, parents spending time with their own parents may 
establish family norms that foster cross-generational relationships.  Second, parents who interact 
with their own parents often bring their own children, which in turn foster grandparent-
grandchild interaction.   

Research also suggests that parental divorce has mixed effects on grandparent-grandchild 
relationships.  Depending on which parent is awarded custody, the grandchild’s relationship with 
his or her grandparents can be either positively or negatively affected.  Results of cross-sectional 
research by Creasey (1993), using a sample comprised of mostly (85%) custodial mothers, 
suggest that adolescent grandchildren from divorced families have less satisfactory relationships 
with their paternal grandparents when compared to adolescent grandchildren from intact 
families.  Fortunately, amount of contact -- both physical and phone -- helped to mitigate the 
negative effects of divorce on grandchild-paternal grandparent relationships (Creasey, 1993).  
Similarly, cross-sectional research on 30 single-mother and 30 single-father middle-class 
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families found that divorce leads to a lower frequency of contact between the grandchild and 
paternal grandparents when the mother was awarded custody, and a lower frequency of contact 
between the grandchild and maternal grandparents with the father was awarded custody (Hilton 
& Macari, 1997).  Numerous studies report similar results for divorce on grandchild-grandparent 
relationships (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Gladstone, 1991; Johnson, 1988; Kivett, 1991; 
Myers & Perrin, 1993).  In short, following a divorce, the relationship is likely to be strained 
between the grandchildren and the grandparents of the adult child who did not gain custody. 

Additionally, research on the effects of divorce on grandchild-grandparent relationships 
suggests that grandchildren of divorced, single-parent families report higher levels of closeness 
with the parents of their custodial parents and are more likely to turn to them for support than are 
grandchildren of two-parent families.  Cross-sectional research on 391 late-adolescents revealed 
that adolescents from single-parent families reported higher levels of closeness and support from 
their grandparents on the custodial parent side when compared to adolescents from intact, two-
parent families (Kennedy & Kennedy, 1993).  Additional cross-sectional research using a 
nationally representative sample of grandparents found that in times of family distress, such as 
divorce, grandparents report extending higher levels of emotional support as well as parent-like 
behavior toward their grandchildren (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986).  The grandparents on the 
custodial parent’s side also reported seeing their grandchildren more after a divorce.  Finally, 
longitudinal research, based on 186 early adolescents from white, middle-class families, found 
that children in single-parent families were more likely to report closer relationships with their 
maternal grandparents than were children from two-parent families (Clingempeel, Colyar, Brand, 
& Hetherington, 1992).  

Despite numerous studies supporting the relationship between divorce and grandchild-
grandparent relationships mentioned above, however, one study using the National Survey of 
Families and Households (NSFH) found that children’s closeness and amount of contact with 
both paternal and maternal grandparents was not affected by separation or divorce (Gravenish & 
Thomson, 2001).  Utilizing a national sample of over 13,000 families measure over time, 
Gravenish and Thomson (2001) were able to include data on children’s contact with 
grandparents as reported by both parents and the child.  It should be noted, however, that 
Gravenish and Thomson (2001) studied the effects of divorce and separation whereas the studies 
mentioned above focused only on divorce.  In all, around one-third of the families studied were 
not actually divorced, but merely separated. 

In sum, parents influence grandchild-grandparent relationships in two key ways.  First, 
they, potentially, serve as intergenerational mediators that foster contact and interaction through 
the time and respect they provide or do not provide the grandparents.  Second, parental divorce, 
according to a majority of the research, has a negative effect on the grandchild-grandparent 
relationship of the non-custodial parent. 

Societal 

Children raised in African American families tend to have higher levels of non-parent 
familial adult relationships.  Results of cross-sectional research on nearly 400 African American 
adolescents suggest that African American youth are especially accustomed to turning to non-
parent familial adults for support (Coates, 1987).  Family type also predicts the quantity of 
relationships with non-parent familial adults.  Cross-sectional research on 125 African-American 
adolescents showed that those respondents from a single-parent household had an average of 10 
kin members who provided social support whereas those respondents from a two-parent 
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household had a lower average of about 4 kin members who provided social support (Taylor, 
Casten, & Flickinger, 1993).  Finally, cross-sectional research on young African-American 
mothers (n=129) found that familial adults, opposed to non-familial adults, were the participants’ 
preferred source of mentorship (Rhodes, Ebert, & Fischer, 1992). 

Programs 
An educational program for grandparents that aims to help women and men who aspire to 

be better grandparents has proven effective.  The curriculum of the program consists of 12 
weekly classes that emphasize the perspectives and experiences of each of the three generations 
and encourages the grandparents to become more influential in their grandchildren’s lives.  
Strom, Collinsworth, Strom, Griswold et al. (1992) conducted an experimental study with 400 
predominantly African-American grandparent participants.  Results revealed that the 200 
grandparents randomly assigned to the training program scored significantly higher on the 
Grandparent Strengths and Needs Inventory (GSNI) than the 200 grandparents in the control 
group.  The GSNI is a scale developed to measure and rate one’s grandparenting style. 
Additionally, the results of an earlier experimental study conducted by Collinsworth, Strom, 
Strom and Young (1991) were similar.  The 210 grandparents who participated in the program 
scored significantly higher on the GSNI when compared to the scores of the 185 grandparents 
from the control group  

Non-experimental research based on a limited number of case studies suggests that 
Filial/Family Play Therapy (FFPT) fosters the relationship between custodial grandparents and 
their grandchildren.  The program consists of 10 weekly training sessions that aim to teach 
grandparents the necessary skills to become sources of positive influence in their grandchildren’s 
lives.  Ultimately, the program hopes to enhance the grandparent-grandchild relationship through 
fostering the grandparent’s ability to create an accepting, non-judgmental environment within 
which their grandchild will feel free to be open.  The results of several case studies of the 
effectiveness of FFPT suggest that the program eases the stressful transition for both the 
grandchildren and the grandparent when the first grandparent takes on full parenting roles 
(Bratton et al., 1998). 

The Multimodal Home Based Intervention for Custodial Parents Program may also be 
effective in easing the stress associated with grandparents raising their grandchildren.  The 
purpose of the six-month multimodal, home-based intervention is to reduce psychological stress, 
improve physical and mental health, and increase the custodial grandparent’s level of social 
support and resources.  In all, the program includes three components: a social work component, 
a legal component, and a nursing component.  Results of non-experimental research by Kelley, 
Yorker, Whitley and Sipe (2001) suggest that the program lowers levels of hostility within the 
household, increases levels of social support available to the custodial grandparent, and fosters 
family functioning.  Twenty-five African American families were sampled for this study. 

Summary 
Grandparents and other extended family members may serve a crucial role in adolescent 

development.  For instance, non-parent familial adults may serve as role models, teachers, 
supporters, and sources of influence for adolescents.  More specifically, grandparents may 
function as a source of support and influence, as well as a source of family history and culture.  
The research on the stability of the relationships with grandparents is unclear.  Researchers argue 
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that this is a complicated relationship that requires constant maintenance and upkeep, and 
changes over time. 

A number of factors at the individual-, family-, and societal-level are related to familial 
adult relationships.  Individual-level factors, such age and gender, are predictive of both the 
quantity and quality of relationships with non-parent familial adults.  Research has also been 
conducted on family-level factors that influence quality relationships with grandparents.  Factors, 
such as the relationship of the parents and the grandparents and parental divorce, have 
implications for the quality of relationships and the ability to maintain a relationship with 
grandparents.  In addition, there is some evidence that societal/community factors may influence 
the quality of non-familial adult relationships.  For instance, children in African American 
families report higher levels of non-familial adult relationships.   Further, several programs have 
been documented to enhance the quality of the non-familial adult relationship.   

While a number of antecedents for non-parent familial relationships were identified in 
this section, there is still a need for considerably more research in this area.  The majority of the 
antecedents were documented through studies that were correlational, and/or cross-sectional.  As 
noted before, these studies do not allow researchers to determine the causal nature of the 
relationship.     

Non-Family Relationships 

Non-familial Adults 

Introduction 
Studies suggest that social skills are largely learned through observation and modeling by 

those close to, and trusted and respected by, the adolescent.  Recent research indicates that a 
youth’s conception of the social world is based on relationships with both parent- and non-parent 
caregivers (Hamre & Pianta, 2001).  As such, it is very possible that an individual other than the 
parent could contribute to a youth’s development of social competence.  Throughout many 
children’s lives, non-related adults, such as teachers, “fictive” aunts and uncles,4 foster 
grandparents, coaches, neighbors, and mentors, figure strongly in their social circle and 
development.  In fact, a study from the 1980’s found that between 60- and 75% of adolescents 
would identify at least one non-related family member as important in their lives (Blyth et al., 
1982).   

Other adults who act as pseudo-family members can provide functional examples of 
positive relationships (Rhodes et al., 2000), a familial and caring atmosphere (Larkin, 1999), 
encouragement, physical and emotional affection, warmth, skill modeling, and an environment in 
which children felt comfortable to test, and develop trust in, social relationships (Schirm, Ross-
Alaolmolki, & Conrad, 1995).  Relationships with these non-familial individuals may promote 
later mental health by increasing the number of individuals with whom the youth may establish 
secure bonds (Hightower, 1990), and may be able to encourage the development of empathy 
(Zahn-Waxler & Smith, 1992).  Other adults can also interact in a mentoring capacity with 
youth.  Relationships with either naturally occurring or assigned mentors have been associated 

                                                 
4 Fictive aunts and uncles refers to those individuals who function as an aunt or uncle but are not related by blood or 
by marriage to the youth. 
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with lower levels of depression and anxiety, the development of social support system usage, the 
ability to deal with relationship problems (Rhodes, Contreras, & Mangelsdorf, 1994), better 
communication skills, pro-social behaviors, improved parent-child relationships, and adolescent 
self-esteem (Rhodes et al., 2000).  Furthermore, youth in mentoring or mentor-like relationships 
have been found more likely to develop into competent and autonomous young adults, overall 
(Rhodes et al., 1992). 

Teachers are other adults that also have the potential, though less influential than that of 
extended family members or mentors, to promote positive social outcomes in adolescents (Scales 
& Gibbons, 1996).  Quality teacher-child relationships appear to motivate investment in 
academic pursuits (Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997), to foster youths’ individual differences 
(Campbell, Lamb, & Hwang, 2000), to encourage prosocial behavior (Zahn-Waxler & Smith, 
1992), and to predict the youth’s later behavioral outcomes (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). 

Stability 
As there are few studies on ‘other adult’-child relationships, very little is known about 

their stability.  In a cross-sectional study, Rhodes et al. (1994) interviewed 54 Latino adolescent 
mothers of low socio-economic status about the effect the presence or absence of a “natural 
mentor” had on their lives.  Natural mentors were defined as an older, more experienced adult 
who has taken a special interest in the adolescent’s decisions and well-being.  Data from 
participants described particularly stable relationships; almost half of the sample had known their 
natural mentor for at least 15 years, and over three-quarters expected to maintain the relationship 
indefinitely.  Youth relationships with natural mentors, however, may be significantly more 
stable than relationships with assigned mentors who are not part of the youth’s social circle and 
who often originate from a different socio-cultural milieu (Rhodes & Davis, 1996).  Some 
evidence suggests that relationships with pseudo-relatives also appear to be stable.  Chatters et al. 
(1994) employed the nationally representative National Survey of Black Americans dataset to 
investigate the occurrence of “fictive relatives” (e.g., non-related individuals designated “aunts” 
and “uncles” by a family) (n=2,107).  This study suggests that relationships with fictive kin 
experience some relational stability, as they represent a level of intimacy with families that is 
greater than that of informal friends.  Literature in the field shows that variations of fictive kin 
relationships exist in nearly all other ethnic groups, as well, though seemingly less frequently 
(Chatters, Taylor, & Jayakody, 1994; MacPhee, Fritz, & Miller-Heyl, 1996; Rhodes & Davis, 
1996).  Unlike mentoring and fictive kin relationships, close teacher-student relationships are 
most likely limited to one academic year as students advance through each grade.  The preceding 
studies suggest, preliminarily, that promoting natural mentoring relationships when children are 
young could have long-term beneficial effects.   

There is inconclusive information on the stability of various other adult-adolescent 
relationships.  The pattern suggests, however, that relationships that occur naturally, as opposed 
to assigned relationships, may be maintained for longer periods of time. 

Antecedents 

Individual 

There are certain individual characteristics that may encourage or facilitate positive 
relationships of other adults with adolescents.  Gender and race appear to be associated with the 
likelihood and the effects of such relationships, though the limited research is inconclusive and 
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only functions to suggest dissimilarity along demographic lines.  In Hamre and Pianta’s (2001) 
longitudinal study on teacher-child relationships, the benefits of the types of relationship a 
teacher established with a student differed by gender.  This investigation was based on data from 
179 children from a small city school district; the sample differed from the entire cohort class 
(who were not able to participate in the study through its conclusion in eighth grade) only in that 
it had a higher percentage of African American subjects (40%, to 60% Caucasian). It was found 
that boys experienced better long-term social and academic outcomes if low levels of conflict 
and dependency characterized their relationship with kindergarten teachers.  Girls, however, 
evidenced better outcomes when their teacher-student relationship had a “close” quality (Hamre 
& Pianta, 2001).  Gender also predicted the number of relationships adolescents had with 
unrelated adults in Blyth et al.’s (1982) exploratory study.  When asked to list all of those 
individuals significant in the subject’s life, males listed an average of 1.89 other adults; females 
listed 2.31.  In both of these cases, females appear to participate in closer and more social 
relationships with nonparental adults than do males.  This is a pattern that has been discovered 
and discussed by other researchers as well (Rhodes & Davis, 1996).   

Race may have a similar association with adolescents’ participation in and responses to 
social relationships.  Rhodes (1994) noted that such unions occur more often among African 
American participants than among Hispanic American participants.  Similarly, a discussion of 
existing literature about fictive kinships concludes that Caucasian Americans families, and thus 
their children, are less likely to engage in pseudo-family relationships than other groups, 
particularly African Americans and Hispanic Americans (Chatters et al., 1994; Rhodes & Davis, 
1996).   

Overall, it appears that females are more likely to establish and maintain relationships 
with other adults, as are non-Caucasian adolescents, especially African American youth. 

Family 

Family characteristics also appear to predict the quality and quantity of ‘other adult’ 
relationships with youth.  The few studies that currently exist on this subject suggest that close, 
positive parent-child relationships early in life encourage later social relationships with other 
adults.  Unfortunately, the cross-sectional nature of these studies provide inconclusive findings.  
In the comparative study by Rhodes et al. (1994), participant reports suggest a positive 
association between accepting mother-daughter relationships early in life and the likelihood of 
having a natural mentor relationship during adolescence.  Similarly, many researchers concur 
that a close parent-child relationship may, by way of more effective socialization, enable the 
adolescent to establish and maintain successful relationships with non-related adults (Rhodes & 
Davis, 1996; Wills & Cleary, 1996).  Reviews of existing literature suggest that the character of 
parent-child relationships often predicts the character of the child’s relationship with his or her 
teachers (Lynch & Cicchetti, 1992; Pianta & Steinberg, 1992).  This model may not hold true in 
cases of maltreated and otherwise insecurely attached children, however, who may seek close 
relationships – absent in his or her family – with a teacher or other non familial adult (Lynch & 
Cicchetti, 1992).  This study compared parent- and teacher-child relationships of 215 7- to 13-
year-old urban children of low socioeconomic status; the sample was split between families with 
a history of child maltreatment and a demographically similar selection of families with no 
known history of abuse.  Lynch and Cicchetti (1992) found that those children from maltreated 
families were more likely to report wanting increased psychological closeness with their teachers 
than were the non-maltreated sample.   
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Finally, it has been found that fictive kin relationships in African American families are 
more prevalent in female- than male-headed households, and in families of higher versus lower 
socioeconomic status (Chatters et al., 1994).  A study based on NLSMW data also supports the 
finding that unmarried women are significantly more likely to share a household with nonnuclear 
kin 

In sum, it appears that positive parent-child relationships may encourage the adolescent 
to develop social relations with non-familial adults later in life.  Also, female-headed households 
may be more receptive to non-familial involvement than those headed by males. 

Neighborhood 

In a cross-sectional study by Blyth (1982), participant responses suggest that 
neighborhood and community characteristics influence the likelihood of relationships with 
‘other’ adults.  This investigation showed that the non-familial adults nominated as “significant” 
in the adolescent’s life were most often residents in his or her same neighborhood or 
metropolitan area.  Furthermore, the average non-family adult nominated was seen more often 
and in more different contexts, such as school, activities, and especially in their or the youth’s 
residence.  It is possible that geographic accessibility predicts the non-family candidates with 
whom the youth may establish relationships.  Finally, regional location and tradition may play a 
role in the participation of ‘other adults’ in the everyday lives of youth.  Chatters et al. (1994) 
found that families from the South were more likely than families in the Northeast to participate 
in fictive kin relationships.  In conclusion, an adolescent’s neighborhood may affect an influence 
on the youth’s relationships with other adults, given that these relationships occur most often 
with those who are geographically accessible to them.  

Programs 
There are myriad programs in communities across America that match non-related adults 

and youth; most of these matches would relate to the adolescent as mentors and role-models, as 
opposed to fictive kin, teachers, or other less formal roles.  Unfortunately, as these programs 
view the establishment of a mentor-youth relationship as an instrument to accomplish the goals 
of the program (e.g., drug prevention, violence prevention, or school retention) and not as an end 
in itself, there are few studies on the development and quality of the relationship.  Some studies 
have, however, suggested certain characteristics, which may optimize non-related adult, 
mentoring relationships.  For example, these unions are most successful when mentors establish 
set meeting times, have access to reliable transportation, are given supervision and training 
before and after the initiation of the relationship, and are responsive to the mentee’s input and 
changing needs.  Furthermore, participation in social activities together and mentor-mentee 
matching based on similar interests appear to encourage closer and more supportive 
relationships.  More detailed information about these studies can be found in Jekielek, Moore, & 
Hair (2002).   

Overall, there are several promising program conditions and personal characteristics 
which appear to encourage successful development of adolescents-other adults relationships.   

Summary 
In conclusion, relationships with non-familial adults--- such as teachers, mentors, 

neighbors, and fictive aunts and uncles--- have the potential to positively change an adolescent's 
social development.  Researchers agree that respected "other adults" can transmit social skills to 
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youth in ways much like those employed by parents; they can model behavior, give positive or 
negative reinforcement, and introduce the youth to diverse social interactions and contexts.  They 
can provide advice, emotional support, companionship, socialization opportunities, and even 
examples of functional social relationships which may be absent in the adolescent's home.  
Relationships with these individuals has been associated with higher reported feelings of social 
support, increased prosocial behavior, diminished depression, and improved relationships 
between the youth and his or her parents.  One of the most important functions of "other" adults 
is that they represent another figure in the adolescent's life with whom he or she can establish a 
secure emotional bond; such bonds have been associated with better social skills overall, through 
the development of trust in others, compassion, and self-esteem, among other qualities.  

There are several different factors, such as characteristics from the individual, family, and 
neighborhood antecedent levels that appear to be important predictors of an adolescent's 
relationship with non-familial adults.  In addition, there is reason to believe that certain programs 
may encourage, and enhance the quality of, these relationships. 

Individual factors seem to influence the quality and likelihood of certain adolescent-other 
adult relationships, though these findings are not supported experimentally.  Females seem to 
have more and closer relationships with other adults during adolescence.  African Americans 
appear more likely to participate in natural mentoring and fictive kin relationships than other 
ethnicities. 

Similarly, family characteristics appear to affect adolescent unions with other adults.  
Cross-sectional research suggests that close parent-child bonds during childhood are associated 
with the development of social relationships with other adults in adolescence.  This may imply 
that those adolescents whose need is greatest are the least likely to enjoy extrafamiliar 
relationships.  Youth who are deprived of close parental relationships, however, may seek out 
close relationships with other adults to satisfy this deficiency.  Female-headed households appear 
to embrace fictive kin relationships more often than those headed by males. 

Even the adolescent's neighborhood and region might influence the likelihood of such 
relationships.  Youth appear to engage in relationships with adults who reside in their 
neighborhood or who are otherwise geographically accessible.  Regionally, African Americans 
from the South are more likely to engage in fictive kind relationships than those from the North. 

There are many programs throughout the country that encourage and even organize 
relationships between youth and non-related adults, most often mentors.  From evaluations of 
some of these programs, it is evident that certain characteristics optimize adolescents’ 
relationships with other adult mentors.  Matching based on similar interests, regular meeting 
times, participation in social activities, responsive youth-driven mentoring, and comprehensive 
training before and after the initiation of the match all appear to encourage successful 
relationships. 

There is a need for considerable more research on youth relationships with non-familial 
adults.  Very little is known about the types of adults to whom youth turn for social and 
emotional support, as well as the quality of those relationships.  The majority of the limited 
research conducted on the quality of youth relationships with non-familial adults is cross-
sectional and occasionally longitudinal.  As with the research on the other relationships types, 
these study designs do not allow for causality to be established. 
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Peer Relationships 

Introduction 
Across the social relationship literature, peers are viewed as important to the youth's 

socialization and development of social skills.  Their potential to encourage social competence is 
distinct from parents', as young adults increasingly shift their point of reference from the family 
to their social network, especially in matters of social, romantic, and sexual concern.  Plus, the 
unique interpersonal dynamic between peers, as opposed to that found in parent- or other adult-
child relationships, provides a new, egalitarian perspective from which to re-orient social skills.  
The following discussion will be about peers in general and special relationships, such as 
romantic or best friend dyads.  There is a great amount of literature on the social relationships of 
children and adolescents, but the majority of it is not experimental or longitudinal in design.   

Peers in general 
Research has found the development of friendships, in general, to be associated with 

several desirable social outcomes and most peer relationships to be positive (Ladd, 1999).  These 
include later psychological mental health (Hightower, 1990), general prosocial behavior 
(Wentzel, 1998), the perception of social support, and the development of social skills (Bender & 
Loesel, 1997), confidence in interactions, and awareness and understanding of the self and others 
(Tokuno, 1986).  Young adults learn interpersonal skills and appropriate situational behavior by 
observing and imitating their contemporaries (Hansen, Christopher, & Nangle, 1992).  The 
egalitarian nature inherent in many peer relationships appears to encourage the development of 
perspective-taking, empathy skills, joint decision-making (Tokuno, 1986; Wentzel & Caldwell, 
1997), ethical discussion skills and moral reasoning skills (Kruger, 1992).  Relationships 
between youth can even benefit future romantic relationships by providing a context in which to 
develop various necessary dating skills, such as heterosocial interaction, intimacy, support, 
collaboration, and companionship (Feiring, 1996).  High quality friendships appear to protect 
against social incompetence, poor adjustment in adulthood (Reisman, 1985), later loneliness 
(Burks, Dodge, & Price, 1995), aggression, delinquency, and later maladaptation, particularly in 
high-risk adolescents (Bender & Loesel, 1997).  Similar conclusions are widely supported in the 
field, as well (Engels et al., 2001; Hightower, 1990; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; Reisman, 
1985).   

Contradictory findings include a null relationship between the level of intimacy in 
adolescent peer relations and self esteem, relations with parents, marital satisfaction, or the 
quality of mental health later in life (Giordano, Cernkovich, Groat, & Pugh, 1998).  However, 
these findings clearly contrast with those of recent studies in the field, and may due to 
insufficiencies in the measurement techniques employed  

Best Friend and Dating Partners 
Studies of more specific types of peer relations, those of best friends and dating partners, 

find mixed outcomes.  Researchers have long considered best friends to have an influence 
greater than that of mere friends or acquaintances due to the concentration of time adolescents 
are likely to spend with them.  Close friendships appear to protect against negative outcomes, 
such as antisocial behavior for male subjects and emotional distress for female subjects (Wentzel 
& Caldwell, 1997).  However, this influence may not extend to all developmental steps, or be as 
significant as previously believed (Bearman & Bruckner, 1999).  Having a close friend in 
adolescence versus mere membership in a social group, for example, appeared to have no effect 
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on perception of social support or on levels of pro- or anti-social behavior (Bender & Loesel, 
1997).  Similarly, the degree of intimacy in a peer friendship appears to be unrelated to 
psychosocial well-being (Field, Lang, Yando, & Bendell, 1995). 

Research has found romantic peer relationships to be beneficial to the individual's social 
development by fostering autonomy (Dowdy & Kliewer, 1998), by enhancing peer group status, 
allowing for experimentation in heterosocial interactions (Hansen et al., 1992), and by increasing 
self-perceived popularity and levels of comfort in their peer group (O'Connor, Allen, Bell, & 
Hauser, 2002; Quatman et al., 2001).  These relationships may be especially beneficial for high-
risk youth; aggressive girls have been found to engage in less antisocial behavior when dating 
(Bender & Loesel, 1997).  However, research has found that dating, when participated in more 
than once or twice a month, is associated with lower levels of academic achievement, academic 
motivation, and investment in teachers, and with higher levels of depressive symptoms (Quatman 
et al., 2001).   

Stability 
Given that peer relationships generally can produce such positive outcomes in the 

adolescent, their development and maintenance is of particular interest.  Unfortunately, there is a 
paucity of longitudinal studies, which would function best to describe the course of peer 
relationships.     

Peers in general 
During adolescence, many researchers have found that relationships with peers often 

become more important to the individual than relationships with family members (O'Koon, 
1997).  The outcome of these relationships years later, however, is not as well-known.  During 
school years, it is suggested that the stability of general peer friendships is largely determined by 
whether a friend stays in an individual’s class from year to year (Cairns & Cairns, 1994).  This 
data comes from a cohort (n=100) of the Carolina Longitudinal Study (CLS), followed from 
fourth to twelfth grade. The CLS sample, as a whole, was representative in terms of race, 
socioeconomic status, and parental occupations of the makeup of the midatlantic communities 
from which it originated.  Tokuno (1986) conducted a cross-sectional study of 34 college 
students, ages 20 to 28, from diverse ethnic backgrounds and majors (Tokuno, 1986).  Overall, 
Tokuno found that friends remain active influences in many parts of young adults’ lives, even 
through their twenties. 

Best Friend 
There is little research on the stability of the quality of adolescent best frienships.  

Analysis of a subset of Cairns & Cairns’ (1994) longitudinal study  (n=100) showed that that the 
stability of best friendships increases each year from 10 to 18.  However, the likelihood of 
keeping a particular best friend from year to year remained rather low throughout.  The trajectory 
of certain other relationship characteristics may further suggest the stability of this type of 
relationship.  Rice and Mulkeen (1995) conducted a longitudinal study on adolescent intimacy 
with parents and peers.  The sample of 109 young adults, interviewed at the average ages of 13, 
17, and 21, was almost entirely Caucasian, middle- or upper-middle class, and from intact 
families.  The study found that females reported consistently high levels of intimacy with best 
friends through high school, and that boys’ reports of intimacy increased through high school (at 
a more significant rate than that of their female peers) (Rice & Mulkeen, 1995).  It is reasonable 
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to believe that the level of intimacy is related to the health, functionality, and/or quality of the 
relationship.   

Dating Partners 
There is a paucity of studies on the stability of adolescent romantic relationships, so there 

are no specific characteristics to report.  However, it is widely believed that these unions are 
relatively unstable, intense, and short-lived (Dowdy & Kliewer, 1998; Feiring, 1996; Quatman et 
al., 2001). 

Overall, there are few conclusive findings about the stability of adolescent peer 
relationships.  However, most of the existing literature suggests that these relationships, platonic 
and romantic, are largely unstable throughout adolescence. 

Antecedents 

Individual 

It appears that there are several individual characteristics that predict the success and the 
likelihood of relationships with best friends, romantic partners, and peers.  Many of these 
variations differ according to gender and family attachment and experience.   

Peers in general and best friends 
In general, it appears that females have more and closer social relationships through 

childhood and adolescence.  In an exploratory study by Blyth, Hill and Thiel (1982), over 2800 
seventh- through tenth-grade subjects were asked to list all people they considered significant in 
their lives.  The sample was largely from a middle class background, and from mostly college-
educated, intact families.  According to the data, female subjects listed peers (“nonrelated young 
people”) as significant more than males (7.24 versus 5.52) (Blyth et al., 1982).  Similarly, 
O’Koon (1997) found that, compared to males, the female high school students in his cross-
sectional study (n=167) had significantly higher levels of attachment to peers.  This sample was 
predominantly Caucasian and from middle- or upper middle-class families.  Data from the 
longitudinal study by Rice and Mulkeen (1995) indicate that until young adulthood, girls are 
significantly closer to best friends than boys.  In young adulthood, the level of intimacy reported 
by each gender is finally comparable, with the females’ reports nevertheless remaining slightly 
higher.  

Interestingly, findings from a cross-sectional study by La Greca and Lopez (1998) seem 
to contradict this model.  The population was an ethnically mixed sample of 250 high school 
students (3:2 female-male ratio), who came from a predominantly middle-class background.  
Females rated higher on scores of social anxiety, which may have the potential to interfere with 
peer relationships.  The study showed that higher levels of social anxiety were associated with 
fewer and less intimate best friend relationships and could lead to fewer opportunities for 
socialization experiences or impaired social functioning (La Greca & Lopez, 1998).  

Certain learned individual behaviors and attitudes also seem to influence peer 
relationships.  Gavin & Furman’s (1996) cross-sectional study of adolescent girls and their best 
female friends identified the following characteristics as those which appear to promote 
harmonious relationships: socioemotional support, displays of affection, appropriate power-
sharing, and similar emotional needs (Gavin & Furman, 1996).  In a longitudinal study of 21 
boys and 19 girls from infancy into adulthood, Englund, Levy, Hyson, and Sroufe (2000) found 
that children who were socially isolated during middle childhood had less self-confidence and 
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were less socially competent with their peers in adolescence than those children who interacted 
with peers in middle childhood.  In addition, children who were included socially in middle 
childhood were more likely to be self-confident and to hold leadership roles in adolescence than 
children with social difficulties in middle childhood (Englund, Levy, Hyson, & Sroufe, 2000).   

Finally, relationships with peers may affect young adults who participate in antisocial or 
deviant behavior differently than non-deviant young adults.  Bender and Loesel’s (1997) 
employed a two-year longitudinal study to investigate the effect of peer relations on antisocial 
behavior.  The sample consisted of 100 high-risk adolescents from several different residential 
care facilities in north-west Germany.  The findings suggest that in antisocial participants, the 
lack of membership in a peer group can have protective effects.  As individuals often befriend 
those like themselves, participation in a social group would most likely not encourage, and 
would even discourage, the rehabilitation of antisocial behavior.  

Dating Partners 
In a review of some of the social skills necessary for the establishment and maintenance 

of social and romantic relationships, Hansen et al. (1992) cited the “exposure to appropriate 
social skill models,” reaction to the individual’s past behavior (such as reinforcement or 
punishment), and experience in peer social activities. An individual with such skills would be 
more likely to have, and therefore experience the effects of, romantic and social relationships. 

Another antecedent to the likelihood of romantic relationships is physical attractiveness.  
Studies by various researchers (e.g., Galassi and Galassi (1979); Kelly (1982)) have found a 
positive correlation between physical attractiveness and frequency of dating, popularity, and 
imagined “stereotyped… pleasant personalities” (Hansen et al., 1992).  However, overall, there 
is little research on individual-level antecedents of romantic relationships. 

In sum, various individual characteristics appear to predict the character of peer 
relationships.  Certain personality types, higher levels of social skills, and even physical 
attractiveness appear to particularly encourage the development of these friendships.   

Family 

Peers in general and best friends 
It appears that characteristics of a family, structure and interpersonal rapport, for 

example, may predict certain characteristics of peer relationships.  In the three-year longitudinal 
study by Paley et al. (2000), parental hostility appeared to be replicated in the adolescent’s own 
social interactions, which seemed to negatively affect the adolescent’s peer acceptance, as 
measured through sibling reports.  Mounts and Steinberg (1995) conducted a one-year 
longitudinal study of 500 ninth- through eleventh-graders to investigate the association between 
parenting styles and peer influence.  The findings from this study suggest that an authoritative 
parenting style (e.g., warm, communicative rapport, appropriate discipline, et cetera) encourages 
the internalization of parental norms and their subsequent referencing in the adolescent’s social 
interactions.  The authors conclude that youth raised in this parenting style are more influenced 
by peers’ positive behaviors, which are presumably behaviors valued by parents, and less 
influenced by peers’ negative behaviors (Mounts & Steinberg, 1995).  Conversely, Hightower’s 
(1990) longitudinal study found a significant association between the adolescent’s decline in 
respect for his or her parents (due to the interpersonal character of the family), and an increased 
orientation towards and involvement in peer relationships.   
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A cross-sectional investigation by Updegraff, McHale, Crouter, and Kupanoff (2001) 
indicates that parental involvement in their adolescent’s peer relationships (measured in time 
spent with the adolescents and peers, and parental discussion of peers and peer activities ) 
appears to promote more positive peer relationships.  This phenomenon varied along gender 
lines, as positive peer effects were especially pronounced among male adolescents.  Furthermore, 
mothers appeared to influence the amount of time sons spent with best friends and daughters’ 
involvement with friends, and fathers appeared to significantly influence peer group 
involvement, and intimacy and negativity in sons’ friendships. Participants were mothers, 
fathers, and adolescent children in the eighth through tenth grade at Time 1 from 187 intact 
families in the northeast.  Participants were almost entirely Caucasian (98%), of middle- or 
working-class socioeconomic status, and virtually all wives worked at least part time.  The peer 
relationship was measured in the areas of intimacy, involvement, and negativity with the 
adolescent’s closest same-sex best friend.  Parental involvement did not affect levels of 
perceived peer competence (K. A. Updegraff, McHale, Crouter, & Kupanoff, 2001). 

Finally, a cross-sectional study describes the predictive quality of parent-child attachment 
in peer relationships. Kerns and Stevens (1996) analyzed questionnaires, daily logs, and 
personality measures of 112 college-age psychology students and the nominated friends of 90 of 
the subjects.  The data suggest seemingly contradictory findings: 1) that closeness to, and the 
ability to depend on, parents is related to the feeling of connectedness to others; and 2) that 
parent-child attachment is not related to the quality of peer relationships.  However, the authors 
point out that the reported quality of peer relationships may have an inherently poor association 
with parent-child attachment for a variety of reasons, such as the fact that adolescent friendships 
are voluntary and transitory in character.  At any given time, youth are most likely to be involved 
only in those they consider to be of good quality, having terminated previous friendships 
considered to be of poor quality.  As such, subjects are more likely to consistently respond that 
they are part of good quality friendships, regardless of any history of poor friendships (Kerns & 
Stevens, 1996). However, in a longitudinal study of 116 sixth-graders, data showed that the when 
parents interact with and discipline their pre-adolescents in a responsive and warm way, the 
children develop better quality peer relationships (Fenzel, 2000). 

Finally, family structure may influence peer relationships.  A review of research findings,  
based on longitudinal NLSY79 data, shows that living in a father-absent home is associated with 
a greater likelihood of adolescent antisociality (Mott & Menaghan, 1996).  This strength of this 
association appears to increase with the addition of a stepfather to the family.  

 
Dating Partners 
In regard to social peer relationships, family characteristics may predict an adolescent’s 

involvement and success in dating.  A longitudinal study of 73 subjects from the Minnesota 
Parent-Child Longitudinal Project by Madsen, Patterson, and Hennighausen (2001) focused on 
this relationship.  At age 16, a group of 164 subjects and their mothers were interviewed about 
the teen’s involvement in dating; at age 20-21, 73 of the original participants and their romantic 
partner of four or more months were interviewed about their current relationship.  The 
researchers concluded that “the mother’s level of knowledge about the adolescents’ dating 
experiences predicted quality romantic relationships five years later” (S. D. Madsen et al., 2001).  
This may be due to a greater opportunity for parent-child guidance in romantic relationships, or 
to a potentially protective influence parents may have against certain negative aspects of dating 
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(Hansen et al., 1992).  Similarly, levels of parent-child attachment appears to predict the nature 
of the adolescent’s dating relationships. Freeman and Brown (2001) conducted a cross-sectional 
study of 99 junior and senior high school students from largely working- and middle-class 
backgrounds.  The sample was largely Caucasian (over 85%), and all had some degree of contact 
with two parents (biological or stepparent).  Data from this study show that over half of the 
adolescents identified as having insecure relationships with their parents nominated their boy- or 
girl-friend as their “primary source of emotional support.”  None of the adolescents described as 
“securely attached” to parents responded similarly (Freeman & Brown, 2001).   

Finally, Wallerstein and Blakeslee’s (1989) longitudinal study, described earlier, suggests 
that family structure may influence heterosocial experiences.  Youth who come from divorced 
families may be less likely to pursue long-term or other highly committed relationships. 

Overall, characteristics of the family and parents appear to influence the development and 
success of peer relationships.  Warm, secure, and attached parent-child relationships appear to 
predict higher-quality peer friendships in adolescence.  In addition, parental involvement in, or 
knowledge about, the adolescent’s peer relationships is associated with higher quality 
relationships. 

Neighborhood 

There is a modest collection of cross-sectional research on the influence of neighborhood 
characteristics on peer relationships.  Blyth et al. (1982) found that, according to the residential 
location of individuals whom study participants identified as significant in their lives, it may be 
the proximity and accessibility of peers that predict their relationship with the individual.  
Roughly 40% of both girls’ and boys’ “significant others” were non-related peers, of which over 
two-thirds lived in the subject’s neighborhood; most of these nominations attended the same 
school, as well (Blyth et al., 1982).  As such, the youth’s neighborhood appears to determine the 
candidates group from which the adolescent may choose the majority of his or her friends. 

Furthermore, cross-sectional data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent 
Health (Add Health) suggest that neighborhood context influences the likelihood of peer fighting 
(Roche, Webster, Alexander, & Ensminger, 1999).  Adolescent males who lived in more stable 
and more affluent neighborhoods reported significantly less fighting with their peers than youth 
from other neighborhoods.  The researchers employed a subset of 80 urban- and urban/suburban-
mixed high school and middle school pairs, comprised of 616 males between roughly 12- and 
17-years-old (96%); 40% of the participants were Caucasian, 26% were African-American, 
another 26% were Hispanic, and 9% were identified as “Other”.   Similarly, the quasi-
experimental longitudinal evaluation of the Moving to Opportunities (MTO) program, described 
above, found that moving to a less disadvantaged neighborhood appears to affect positive 
changes in youth behavior (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn).  These changes in behavior have the 
potential to promote peer relationships, as the treatment adolescents reported arguing less 
frequently and evidenced improved mental health.  Positive mental health is a quality that has 
been identified as important to the establishment and maintenance of friendships (Hightower, 
1990).   Similarly, analysis of longitudinal data--- drawn from the 860 children, ages 14 to 18 in 
1994, of females participating in the NLSY79--- suggests that living in a community with greater 
residential stability is associated with less aggressive behavior; this, even after controlling for 
maternal and family characteristics/circumstances.  Conversely, living in a disadvantaged 
neighborhood is associated with higher levels of aggressive behavior.  Participants are not 
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representative of 14- to 18-year-olds in general, as they were born disproportionately to young 
mothers (Kowaleski-Jones, 1996).  

Programs 
There are very few programs in existence that have the singular goal of developing and 

maintaining peer relationships.  At this time, those that do exist appear to be too small or limited 
in scope to have warranted scientific evaluations.  However, cross-sectional research has been 
conducted on programs that discourage peer violence and on programs that may otherwise 
promote conditions that facilitate the development of positive peer relationships.   

 
 
 

Peers in general 
Some of the larger mentoring programs, for example, may improve the individual’s 

relationship with peers by encouraging the development of necessary social skills.  Participants 
in the Big Brothers/Big Sisters (BB/BS) program, for example, appear to experience this 
phenomenon.  Tierney, Grossman and Resch (1995), described above, studied 959 adolescent 
mentees in the BB/BS program.  After 18 months, mentees were experiencing better quality 
relationships with, and more emotional support from, their peers than the control group.  
Programs that use education-driven discourage adolescent violence also appear to promote more 
positive peer relationships.   

Anti-violence and –bullying programs may also promote higher quality peer 
relationships.  The Expect Respect Elementary School Project is an anti-bullying, -sexual 
harassment, and -gender violence program that employs a “whole school” approach to 
discourage these behaviors (Sanchez et al., in press).  The program helped school staff and bus 
drivers to establish a universal understanding of, and consistent, effective responses to, 
bullying/sexual harassment; trained of counselors and organized special counseling sessions for 
victims of bullying/sexual harassment; developed a 12-session curricula to increase student 
awareness of, prevention of, and responsiveness to bullying/sexual harassment; designed 
education seminars for parents to learn how to prevent, recognize, and rehabilitate 
bullying/sexual harassment behavior; and disseminated information on community resources 
able to help in cases of violence and victimization.  Participating schools also had partnerships 
with local universities and the lead agency of the project, SafePlace, from which they could 
resource expertise and information.  A quasi-experimental evaluation Expect Respect in Texas, 
based on data from 747 fifth-graders split between six control and six treatment schools, yielded 
promising results: increases in treatment participants’ ability to identify sexual harassment, 
knowledge of and awareness of bullying, and proactive reactions to bullying situations by 
intervening or telling an adult.  .  The may not be representative of fifth-graders in general, 
however, as data from participants who spoke only Spanish, did not complete surveys at all three 
collection times, or changed schools during the study were not included in the evaluation. 

 
Dating Partners 
Currently, there appear to be few programs with the goal of facilitating and/or enhancing 

heterosocial relationships.  Instructional dating programs, in fact, seem to have reached their 
peak in the 1970’s.  Several social scientists conducted experimental and quasi-experimental 
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studies on college-age youth to measure the effectiveness of the instruction of heterosocial skills 
through various combinations of practice dating, counseling, self-reinforcement, behavioral 
rehearsal, “heterosexual group discussion”, participant modeling, self-observation by videotape, 
desensitization, sensitivity training, behavior-skills-training, sexual education, and “cognitive 
modification” (James P. Curran, 1977; Hansen et al., 1992).  Many of these techniques were 
found to produce positive outcomes, such as increased dating frequency and decreased anxiety in 
heterosocial situations.  For example, 14 female and 21 male college students were selected--- 
according to their measured hetero-social anxiety and self-reported infrequency of dating--- to 
participate in an experimental study by Curran and Gilbert (1975).  The subjects were randomly 
assigned to “either the replication skills-training program, a systematic desensitization training 
program, or a waiting list control”.  The researchers found that both treatment groups 
demonstrated significant decreases in anxiety and increases in dating frequency post-test and at 
later follow-ups (J. P. Curran & Gilbert, 1975).   

Intervention programs which discourage interpersonal violence also appear to encourage 
more positive heterosocial relationships.  The Safe Dates project was designed to prevent 
violence in adolescent dating couples.  The program consisted of several components: a role-
playing performance; a curriculum focused on violence, gender stereotyping and conflict 
management taught over ten 45-minute sessions; a poster contest; and a community component 
including services for victims of dating violence and training for service providers (Foshee, 
1998).  An experimental evaluation was conducted at 14 schools in a rural North Carolina 
county.  According to matching enrollment size, the institutions were split into treatment (school 
and community activities) versus control (community activities) schools.  Participants were in 
the eighth or ninth grade, three-quarters Caucasian, half male and female; roughly 37% of 
females and 39% of males reported having ever experienced partner violence.  The sample 
numbered 1,965 at Time 1, 1,909 a month after the completion of the program, and 1,892 the 
following year.  At Time 2, the treatment group evidenced significant intervention effects; these 
participants were less accepting of dating violence, had improved communication and anger 
management skills, were more knowledgeable about victim services, and reported committing 
60% less violence against their romantic partner than the control group (Foshee, 1998). 

Overall, it appears that there are several programs that may, directly or indirectly, 
encourage the development of positive adolescent peer relationships.  For friendships, the 
development of social, conflict management, and communication skills appears to improve peer 
relationships.  In the case of heterosocial unions, anxiety-reduction, anti-violence and gender-
stereotyping components appear to promote positive results. 

Summary 
Social relationships between peers--- romantic or platonic--- have the potential to 

promote social skills in adolescents.  Longitudinal and cross-sectional research has found 
associations between peer adolescent relationships and the development of emotionally positive 
interpersonal skills, autonomy, mental health, self-confidence, satisfaction with social support, 
joint decision-making, empathy, and more sophisticated perspective-taking and reasoning skills.  
These relationships appear to discourage aggression, emotional distress, and antisociality.  Peers 
can also provide models of successful social relationships.  One longitudinal study found no 
association between adolescent peer relationships and some of the preceding prosocial qualities, 
but the researchers admit that their measurement instruments may not have been valid.  Certain 
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studies on romantic relationships have associated frequent dating with poor academic 
performance and depressive symptoms, but not with the decrease of any particular social skills.  

There are several different factors, such as characteristics from the individual, family, and 
neighborhood antecedent levels that appear to be important predictors of an adolescent's 
relationship with peers.  In addition, there is reason to believe that certain programs may 
encourage, and enhance the quality of, these relationships. 

On the individual level, females appear to participate in more, and closer relationships 
with their peers than males do, though this trend becomes much less pronounced as adolescents 
age into adulthood.  Certain other individual behaviors, such as socioemotional support and 
displays of affection, for example, also appear to promote successful peer relationships.  
Adolescents with who have been exposed to models of successful social interactions, and who 
are physically attractive, appear most likely to develop romantic peer relationships.  Deviant 
adolescents appear to experience the effects of peer relationships differently than non-deviant 
adolescents; if they pursue relationships based on similar characteristics, often found in other 
deviant adolescents, they are likely to maintain or increase antisocial behavior.  This outcome is 
much less likely to occur in relationships between non-deviant adolescents. 
 The family also appears to influence greatly the quality of adolescent peer relationships.  
Various studies suggest that a warm, communicative, and strongly connected relationship with 
parents is associated with more positive exchanges and closer relationships between the youth 
and his or her peers.  Communicative relationships with mothers, in particular, seem to be related 
to higher quality relationships with dating partners.  Conversely, negative qualities in the parent-
youth relationship, such as hostility, may be replicated in peer relationships and, subsequently, 
lead to their deterioration.  Ironically, youth with insecure relationships with parents seem to 
invest in, and rely a great deal on, their romantic relationships with peers. 

Even the location of the adolescent's residence may influence the likelihood of such 
relationships.  Youth appear to engage in relationships with peers who reside in their 
neighborhood, go to their school, or who are otherwise geographically accessible. 

There are very few programs that endeavor to establish and develop relationships 
between adolescents.  There are certain programs, however, which teach various social skills that 
are necessary for the development and maintenance of peer friendships.  Some of these programs 
have been experimentally evaluated, and appear to improve, indirectly, relationships between 
adolescents.  There is also a paucity of programs that encourage the development of heterosocial 
relationships between adolescents, the majority of relevant literature having been written in the 
1970's.  At that time, skills replication, practice dating, desensitization, and other techniques 
appeared to aid in the initiation and development of peer romantic relationships.  However, there 
has recently been a surge in anti-violence dating programs.  These programs appear to change 
perceptions about gender roles and the perpetration of violence which, in turn, improves 
heterosocial relationships. 

While we have identified a number of antecedents for quality relationships with peers, 
there is still a need to expand the research in this area.  For instance, the majority of the research 
on peers has focused on children in school.  There is little to no research on the quality of peer 
relationships or even the composition of peer networks for older adolescents.  In addition, the 
majority of the studies used cross-sectional and occasionally longitudinal designs to address their 
research question.  As noted before, the causal nature of the associations for peer relationships 
and antecedents can not be determined with these types of study designs.  However, from the 
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available research, it would again appear that the adolescents most at risk are those least likely to 
have the characteristics associated with positive peer relationships. 

Summary of Antecedents of Quality Social Relationships 
Given the amount of overlap among antecedents of quality social relationships, an 

important question is which antecedents have been found to be important predictors for multiple 
social relationships.   It is important to note, however, that if an antecedent is not found to be 
predictive across social relationships, it is not necessarily unimportant.  It is possible that the lack 
of a relationship between the social relationship and the antecedent may only reflect that the 
available research has not found an association.   

Individual-level antecedents 
There are several individual-level antecedents that were documented as important for 

multiple relationships, as well as antecedents that were specific to a given relationship.  For 
instance, the gender of the adolescent was important for predicting the quality of several 
relationship types, including the parent, sibling, grandparent, non-familial adults, and platonic 
peer relationships.  The age of the adolescent was also important for predicting the relationship 
quality for siblings and grandparents.  Neither of these antecedents can be affected by a program, 
of course.     

However, several individual-level antecedents were only documented for a single 
relationship type.   For instance, the amount of delinquent behavior by the sibling may adversely 
affect the quality of the sibling relationship.  This antecedent is quite important for determining 
the quality of the sibling relationship, though it may have no effect on the other relationship 
types.  In addition, the ethnicity of the adolescent is an important individual antecedent for 
predicting non-familial adult relationships.  Knowing that African-American youth often have 
access to non-familial adults may be an important consideration when designing programs aimed 
at this population of youth.  A possible antecedent for successful romantic relationships was the 
physical attractiveness of the youth.  Again, this antecedent only appears for this relationship 
type, but this may reflect the current status of the research literature surrounding romantic/dating 
relationships. 

Family-level antecedents 
Across social relationship types, several family-level antecedents overlap.  For instance, 

the quality of the relationship between the parent and youth is an important predictor for most 
other relationship types (i.e., siblings, non-familial adults, and peers).  In addition, family discord 
or parental divorce is another family-level antecedent that predicts the quality of social 
relationship types, such as the parent-youth and grandparent relationships.  Another family-level 
antecedent that predicts two of the relationship types -- parent and platonic peer relationships -- 
is parenting style.    

However, there are family-level antecedents that are important for a specific relationship.  
Specifically, the relationship between the parents and the grandparents is a crucial antecedent for 
the quality of the grandparent-youth relationship.  In addition, parental knowledge for the 
youth’s dating experience may be an important element for promoting quality romantic 
relationships.     



 44

Neighborhood-level antecedents 
For only two relationship types were neighborhood-level antecedents located.  For both 

non-familial adult relationships and platonic peer relationships, accessibility and proximity were 
important considerations in determining the quality of the relationship.    

Societal-level antecedents 
Research examining the antecedents for quality relationships across cultures is lacking.  

We acknowledge that different environments or contexts may elicit different skills for 
maintaining quality relationships.  Research on the “fit” of the environment has consistently 
shown that the development of individual skills (i.e. academic proficiency) is influenced by 
different environments (Boykin, 1986; Eccles et al., 1993; Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 
1992).   

Programs 
There is a dearth of experimentally evaluated programs that have attempted to increase 

the quality of adolescents’ social relationships.  However, mentoring programs, indirectly, were 
found to increase the quality of the parent-youth relationship, as well as promote a quality 
relationship between the mentor and the youth and increase peer relationships.  In addition, 
education/training programs have been used when a deficit in a skill, such as conflict 
management or dating, has been detected.  These training programs appear to be effective at 
affecting the outcome that they have targeted (i.e., conflict management skills with siblings).  

Research quality  
We have discussed a number of studies that suggest a range of predictors or antecedents 

for quality relationships for youth.  However, it is important to emphasize that the vast majority 
of these studies were cross-sectional, and only some were longitudinal in design.  These study 
designs make it impossible to determine the direction of causation between the variables we have 
characterized as antecedents and the social relationships.   The research presented should 
therefore be interpreted with an appropriate level of caution.  However the research consistently 
suggests that those youth who might benefit most from positive relationships with parents, other 
adults, romantic partners and peers tend to be least likely to enjoy such supportive associations. 

WHAT ARE THE ANTECEDENTS OF SOCIAL SKILLS? 
The link between adolescents’ social skills and adolescents’ subsequent adjustment in 

multiple social contexts, such as home, school, work, and social settings, has been clearly 
established (e.g., Hansen et al., 1995; Kelly & Hansen, 1987; Peterson & Hamburg, 1986).  
Numerous studies have shown that skills in interpersonal tasks such as conflict resolution, 
intimacy, social competence, and communication, the presence of certain personality traits such 
as agreeableness, and social self-efficacy or assertiveness, and having the ability to regulate both 
behaviors and emotions are all linked to positive outcomes and the ability to interact with others 
successfully.  Conversely, deficits in the skills listed above are all associated with internalizing 
and externalizing disorders, peer rejection, and loneliness. 

This section of the report addresses the antecedents of good social skills.  Good social 
skills are divided into two domains:  interpersonal skills and individual attributes.  The 
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interpersonal skills domain includes conflict resolution, intimacy, and prosocial behaviors.  The 
individual attributes domain includes self-control, social confidence, and empathy/sympathy.   

As mentioned previously, quality social relationships and good social skills are inter-
related.  In order for social skills both to develop and be perfected, youth must be able to 
connect, relate, and interact with others.  If youth cannot connect, relate, or interact with others, 
then their sources of support and guidance are cut off, and their ability to progress successfully 
through adolescence is significantly compromised.  Therefore, it is possible that quality social 
relationships may be listed as antecedents for good social skills.  Likewise, social skills may be 
antecedents of social relationships.  At this point it is not clear which comes first, whether they  
came first or if they develop in parallel or whether they develop in phases or sequences, each 
influencing the other in turn. 

Interpersonal Skills  

Conflict Resolution Skills 

Introduction 
The ability to solve conflicts fairly and consistently is fundamental to the maintenance 

and the growth of friendships.  Results of a meta-analysis conducted by Newcomb and Bagwell 
(1995) reveal that adolescents instigate approximately the same amount of conflict with friends 
as they do with non-friends; however, it is primarily with friends that adolescents show a concern 
for resolving that conflict.  Friendships may serve to hone conflict resolution strategies, but at the 
same time require the ability, at least at some level, to solve conflicts.  If there is no ability to 
solve conflicts, then the friendship is likely to deteriorate (Newcomb & Bagwell, 1995).   

Both the extent to which the adolescent is able to communicate, and the manner in which 
he or she chooses to communicate with peers, teachers, parents, and other adults, affects his or 
her level of social success and development.  For instance, an adolescent’s positive interpersonal 
communication skills are predictive of positive peer relationships and acceptance (Allen et al., 
1989; Kurdek & Krile, 1982), positive relationships with adults, as well as the adolescent’s 
academic performance (Allen et al., 1989). 

Antecedents 

Individual 

A youth’s ability to successfully negotiate conflict situations may be influenced by their 
individual characteristics, personality, or behavior.  Specifically, some of the research studying 
adolescent conflict resolutions strategies has focused on adolescent gender and personality as 
predictors of the youth’s choice of conflict resolution strategies.   

An adolescent’s gender may be associated to their choice of conflict resolution strategies.  
In a cross-sectional study of 65 white seventh-and eighth-graders (28 girls, 37 boys) examining 
the relationship between an adolescents’ social competence and communication strategies, Allen, 
Weissburg, and Hawkins (1989) found that girls tended to favor direct positive communication 
during social interactions more often than boys.  Similarly, a two-week follow-up of 142 
ethnically diverse students in grades four to six found that girls (n=62) tended to favor more 
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prosocial or passive conflict resolution strategies and that boys (n=80) tended to select more 
hostile/coercive strategies for dealing with conflict (T.-Y. Chung & Asher, 1996). 

An agreeable disposition may be associated with positive conflict resolution strategies.  
For example, adolescents who had rated themselves as warm, cooperative and trusting (high 
agreeable) at the beginning of one three-month study were more likely to engage in negotiation-
and problem-solving behaviors during conflict than were adolescents who had rated themselves 
as cold, inconsiderate, and rude (low agreeable) (Graziano, Jensen-Campbell, & Hair, 1996).  
The sample consisted of 124 ethnically diverse, same-sex adolescent dyads, ages 17 –19.  In 
addition, a longitudinal study of 167 African American, Mexican American, and Caucasian 
American adolescents in sixth through eighth grade, found that endorsement of power-assertion 
strategies during conflict was more likely in adolescents with lower levels of agreeableness than 
in adolescents with higher levels of agreeableness (Jensen-Campbell, Graziano, & Hair, 1996).  
In analyses of the same longitudinal study, Jensen-Campbell and Graziano (2001) found that 
adolescents with an agreeable personality style were more likely to compromise during conflicts 
with peers, less likely to walk away without addressing the problem, less likely to use physical 
force, and less likely to engage in esteem threatening remarks.  Ultimately, these approaches to 
conflict resulted in higher rates of conflict resolution and friendship stability (Jensen-Campbell 
& Graziano, 2001).   

Family 

Characteristics of the family may be important antecedents for the development of 
conflict management skills.  For instance, factors such as the parents’ use of conflict resolution 
strategies and the role that siblings play in the development of these skills may be important. 

Parents’ use of conflict resolution skills may influence the development of children’s 
conflict resolution skills.  Katz and Gottman (1993) conducted a three-year longitudinal study of 
56 primarily Caucasian American families (32 boys and 24 girls).  When exposed to marital 
conflict, children acquired, through a process of observational learning, their parents' negative 
patterns of negotiating conflict and then displayed similar conflict-management strategies.  For 
example, when husbands are angry and emotionally distant when resolving marital conflict, their 
children showed signs of anxiety and social withdrawal three years later  (Katz & Gottman, 
1993).   

Conflict resolution strategies formed in sibling relationships during childhood may be 
associated with conflict resolution strategies in adolescence.  In a cross-sectional study of 
siblings, Rinaldi and Howe (1998) examined 34 fifth- and sixth-graders with a younger sibling.  
Results revealed that siblings tended to respond to each other in similar fashions (e.g., warm 
behaviors to warm behaviors, hostile behaviors to hostile behaviors).  In addition, siblings who 
used constructive conflict resolution tactics had a positive resolution to the disagreement and a 
warm and intimate relationship with their sibling.   The authors suggest that the long-term 
implication of the process of resolving the disagreement may be the development of a healthy 
and constructive set of conflict resolution strategies that could be used outside of the home with 
peers, romantic partners, teachers, and other adults.  Conversely, when siblings used destructive 
conflict resolution tactics, the immediate outcome of the disagreement was a heightened level of 
animosity towards their sibling.  The authors suggest that siblings with destructive conflict 
resolution strategies may assume that disengagement, non-resolution, and manipulative strategies 
are common and acceptable approaches to conflict (Rinaldi & Howe, 1998). 
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There is little research on the effects of poverty and homelessness on conflict 
management, though some studies suggest that homeless youth may be especially at risk for not 
developing the skills needed to manage conflict successfully (Gewirtzman & Fodor, 1987; 
Horowitz, Boardman, & Redlener, 1994).  For example, in a cross-sectional study of 176 
mother-adolescents dyads living New York City welfare hotels, homeless adolescents typically 
asked for more help from their mothers or teachers when dealing with peer conflict, and used 
more assertion during conflict situations than did adolescents from middle class neighborhoods 
(Horowitz et al., 1994).   

Peers 

Several cross-sectional studies have found that popular children are viewed as more 
conciliatory during conflict than rejected children, and that rejected children are seen as more 
coercive during conflict than other classmates (Bryant, 1992; T.-Y. Chung & Asher, 1996; 
French & Waas, 1987).   In a cross-sectional study of 165 students in grades 4 through 6, 
children who were popular were more likely to resolve conflicts with a calm discussion and less 
likely to use tactics such as anger retaliation or avoidance.  Rejected peers were more likely to 
use anger retaliation during conflict than other students (Bryant, 1992).  Similarly, during 
playground observations of 26 third- and fourth-grade boys, French and Waas (1987) found that 
the rejected boys used more aggressive and less effective strategies during playground conflicts 
than other boys.   Similarily, Chung and Asher (1996) found that youth who were “oriented 
toward having good relationships with peers” tended to select strategies that involved “giving 
in.”  The authors suggest that this may be a conflict resolution strategy that will maintain or 
improve peer relationships.   

Since all of the studies examining the role of peers in the development of adolescent 
conflict management skills are cross-sectional, the direction of the association is not clear.  It is 
possible that youth who use positive conflict resolution strategies with their peers (i.e., 
negotiation, calm discussion) may be viewed as popular.  Conversely, youth who use negative 
conflict resolution strategies with their peers may be more likely to be rejected by their peers.  
Additional longitudinal research on the association between peers and conflict resolution 
strategies could help to clarify the direction of this association.  Also, effective strategies may 
differ across social and cultural groups, a topic that has also received little attention. 

Societal 

There is evidence that cultural expectations and values may affect how children learn to 
manage conflict (Verbeek, Hartup, & Collins, 2000).  For instance, a cross-sectional study of 526 
Mexican children (4 – 12 years old) from three distinct cultures found differences in the 
children’s preferences for conflict resolution strategies (Kagan, Knight, Martinez, & Santana, 
1981).  Children from a small commercial town used more competitive strategies during conflict 
than children from an industrialized city or a small agricultural rural town.  Children in the latter 
two communities used strategies similar to those used by Western middle class children.  A 
cross-sectional study in southern Mexico of 48 3- to 8-year-olds provides additional support for 
these findings (Fry, 1988).  Children from a competitive Zapotec community tended to be more 
aggressive during conflict than youth from a neighboring community that was considered 
generally peaceful.   
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One cross-sectional study suggests that children from different cultural backgrounds 
within the United States may choose different conflict resolution strategies.  In a study of  7- to 
9-year-old children from different cultural backgrounds (Anglo-American, African-American, 
Mexican-American, and Mexican), 192 youth were placed into conflict with another child.  
During the conflict, Anglo American children used power assertion more often than other 
children (Kagan & Madsen, 1971).  Mexican-American youth were more cooperative during the 
conflict than the other youth (M. C. Madsen & Shapira, 1970).  

There is a clear need for additional research on how cultural differences may affect the 
development of a youth’s conflict management strategies.  Most of the current research focuses 
on the strategies typically used in different cultures, and not on the processes by which these 
cultures transmit to youth their different conflict management values.     

Programs  
Several programs appear to be effective in changing individual adolescents’ conflict 

resolution skills.  For instance, in one non-experimental study, delinquent adolescents from 
twelve families were taught to give positive and negative feedback, accept negative feedback, 
negotiate, resist peer pressure, follow instructions, and use problem-solving skills (i.e., reciprocal 
social skills training).  The adolescents exhibited increased conflict resolution and negotiation 
skills at the ten-month follow-up (Serna, Schumaker, Hazel, & Sheldon, 1986).     

A study of the Linking the Interests of Parent and Teachers (LIFT) program evaluated the 
program’s influence on the delinquent behaviors of 600 first- and fifth-graders from high 
juvenile crime neighborhoods (Eddy, Reid, & Fetrow, 2000).  The three major components of 
LIFT were 1) classroom-based  problem-solving and social skills training, 2) playground-based 
behavior modification, and 3) group-delivered parent training.  LIFT classroom instructors met 
with all the students in a classroom for one hour twice a week for 10 weeks.  The program 
targeted specific youth social skills, such as opposition, deviance, and social ineptitude, and 
parenting practices, such as disciplining and monitoring.  Results of the experimental evaluation 
showed that families in the randomly-assigned treatment group demonstrated greater 
improvements in problem-solving and conflict resolution skills than the randomly-assigned 
control group families.  The study also found that, over the three years following the program, 
LIFT children were less likely than control group children to show an increase in severity in 
teacher-reported problem behaviors.   

Programs that focus on improving parental management skills and developing the 
adolescent’s goal- and limit-setting skills, peer supports, and problem-solving abilities have been 
credited with improving youth engagement in family problem-solving sessions.  One hundred 
forty-three adolescents between the ages of 10 and 14 were randomly assigned to one of four 
conditions in the Adolescent Transitions Program: 1) parent focus, 2) teen focus, 3) parent and 
teen focus, and 4) self-directed materials only (Andrews, Soberman, & Dishion, 1995; Dishion & 
Andrews, 1995).  The goal of the parent focus group was to improve parent management skills.  
Parents were encouraged to foster their adolescent's prosocial behaviors, set appropriate limits, 
and engage in problem-solving/conflict resolution with the teen.  The goals of the teen group 
focused on developing the adolescent's ability to set goals, develop peer supports, set personal 
limits, and engage in problem-solving/conflict resolution.  The combined group used consultants 
to help the parents and adolescents engage in discussions. Adolescents in the parent focus group, 
the teen focus group, and the parent and teen focus group exhibited less negative engagement 
during the family conflict/problem-solving sessions than the control group. 
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Youth in a program designed to increase adolescent perspective taking, social problem-
solving and conflict management skills displayed lower levels of disruptive behavior and were 
less aggressive than control group members.  The Anger Coping Program (Lochman, 1985, 
1992; Lochman, Burch, Curry, & Lampron, 1984) is a school-based program designed to 
decrease conduct problems, delinquency, and substance abuse in adolescent boys.  Fifty-two 10-
year-old boys were randomly assigned to one of four conditions:  1) anger coping, 2) goal 
setting, 3) combined group, and 4) control group.  Boys in the treatment conditions displayed 
lower rates of disruptive behavior in classroom observations compared to the control group boys.  
Compared to the controls, parents rated boys in the treatment conditions as less aggressive 
during conflicts.  These effects were greatest for the combined treatment group than for either 
treatment alone.   

The Big Brothers/Big Sisters program establishes supportive relationships between youth 
and a caring adult in order to promote social, emotional, cognitive and behavioral competencies 
(Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Tierney et al., 1995). The experimental evaluation of the program 
examined 959 10- to 16-year-olds.  The youth were randomly assigned either to the mentoring or 
to the control group.  An indication of positive conflict resolution strategies, youth in the mentor 
group reported fewer incidents of hitting during a conflict than youth in the control group.   

The Positive Youth Development Program (Caplan et al., 1992; Weissberg, Barton, & 
Shriver, 1997) focuses on general social competence promotion and substance use prevention.   
In the experimental evaluation of the program, classes of middle school students (n=282 youth) 
were randomly assigned to either a treatment or control group.  The treatment group received 
curriculum that covered stress management, self-esteem enhancement, problem-solving, health 
information, assertiveness, and the use of social support networks.  At the end of the program, 
youth in the treatment group had better coping, stress management, problem-solving, and 
teacher-rated conflict resolution skills than the control group youth.   

A 12-session anger control program provided relaxation training, self-cue training, 
assertion training, coping-strategy training and problem-solving training to adolescents with 
anger control problems (Feindler, Ecton, Kingsley, & Dubey, 1986).  In the experimental 
evaluation, twenty-nine 13- to 17-year-old males were randomly assigned to either a treatment 
group or a control group.  While in the residential program, treatment group males had 
significantly more appropriate, and fewer hostile, verbalizations during conflict.5 

Finally, a quasi-experimental evaluation assessed the effects of the Adolescent Social 
Skills Effectiveness Training (ASSET) program on reducing parent-child conflict in a sample of 
29 non-clinical parent-adolescent dyads (Openshaw et al., 1992).  Adolescents ranged in age 
from 13 to 17 years old.  The parent-adolescent dyads self-selected into the comparison group or 
treatment group.  No significant differences were found between the treatment and comparison 
groups in pretest measures of perceived social skills, actual behavior skill level, and level of 
family conflict and distress.  The program addressed basic social skills for adolescents including 
giving positive feedback, resisting peer pressure, negotiating, problem-solving, following 
instructions, and conversing.  The reciprocal skills for parents included accepting positive 
feedback, accepting negative feedback, giving negative feedback, conversing, and using 
inductive rationale, negotiation facilitation, problem-solving facilitation, and constructive 
instruction.  ASSET used three intervention strategies:  1) showing video tapes that model 
behaviors; 2) conducting in-house rehearsal of social skills behavior; and 3) assigning homework 
                                                 
5 Behaviors outside of the residential facility were not examined. 
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designed to encourage and enhance the use of the social skills in the family environment.  
According to the evaluation, both parents and adolescents acquired improved conflict resolution, 
negotiation, and social skills due to ASSET training.  Modest evidencesuggests that social skills 
enhancement is associated with significantly better interpersonal relationships in the family.  
Though, it should be noted that the participants in the treatment group may have been more 
motivated than the comparison to reduce conflict since they were willing to commit to the 10-
week program.    

These program evaluations provide relatively strong evidence that the skills necessary to 
successfully negotiate conflict can be taught to youth.  Programs that emphasize conflict 
resolution skills as one of their primary goals appear to be particularly able to affect change.   

Summary 
Although the majority of the research on conflict resolution skills is either cross-sectional 

or longitudinal, there is some evidence that development of these skills is key to an adolescent’s 
social success and development.   The ability to communicate successfully and to resolve 
conflicts has been linked to peer acceptance and the development of friendships.   

The predictors of conflict resolution skills extend beyond individual characteristics to 
include family-, peer-, and societal-level factors. The development of conflict resolution skills 
may differ by an adolescent’s individual characteristics, such as gender and disposition.   For 
instance, youth who perceive themselves as warm, considerate, and trusting use positive conflict 
resolution strategies, such as negotiation.   

 Furthermore, development of conflict resolution skills may be associated with family-
level characteristics, such as parents’ conflict resolution tactics during marital disputes and 
conflicts with siblings.  Conflicts with siblings allow youth to “practice” techniques that can be 
used with a broader group.   

Conflict resolution skills have been linked to both peer social status and peer dominance 
hierarchies, though all of this work is cross-sectional and should be interpreted with caution.  
Youth who are perceived as popular are more likely to use constructive conflict resolution 
strategies, such as negotiation.  

There is some evidence that conflict resolution skills may be related to societal-level 
characteristics, such as cultural differences.  Youth from more individualistic cultures, such as 
that of the United States, tend to use negative tactics such as power assertion more often than 
youth from other cultures.   

Research has revealed a number of antecedents related to the development of conflict 
resolution skills.  These findings should be interpreted with some prudence, however, as the 
studies which generated them were mostly cross-sectional or longitudinal in nature.  As stated 
before, the only kind of study that can determine an actual casual relationship is that of 
experimental design.  However, certain experimental evaluations of the skills-training programs 
provide strong evidence on this topic: adolescents who lack the skills necessary to negotiate 
conflict can attain them through intervention programs that are specifically focused on conflict 
resolution training.   
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 Intimacy Skills 

Introduction 
An adolescent’s ability to be emotionally intimate is associated with academic and socio-

emotional adjustment.  In a cross-sectional study of 255 adolescents (14 – 19 years old), it was 
found that an adolescent’s ability to be emotionally intimate with others was positively 
associated with interest in school, quality attachment with parents, high self-esteem, and family 
responsibility taking, and negatively associated with depression and risk-taking (Field et al., 
1995).  In a longitudinal study of 213 sixth-graders, friendships and peer acceptance were 
significantly associated with academic performance and social-emotional adjustment of youth in 
the eighth grade (Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997). 

The ability to be emotionally intimate with another person fosters one’s ability to connect 
and maintain relations with others. Results of a cross-sectional study of 207 adolescents suggests 
that adolescents with moderate to high levels of intimacy skills were more likely to pursue peer 
relations than were those adolescents with low levels of intimacy skills (Romig & Bakken, 
1992).  Field et al. (1995) found that levels of intimacy were positively associated with the 
number of same-sex adolescent friends.   

Intimacy skills have been associated with personal characteristics such as mental health.  
In a longitudinal study of 88 children, Rubin and colleagues found that children who were 
socially withdrawn in kindergarten were more likely to feel depressed, lonely, and have social 
difficulties such as poor peer acceptance, social isolation, and perceptions of social incompetence 
in the fifth grade.  The teachers also rated these students as more anxious in social settings than 
other children (Hymel, Rubin, Rowden, & LeMare, 1990; K.H. Rubin & Mills, 1988).  Further 
analyses of these children indicate that youth who were socially withdrawn in second grade are 
more likely to report loneliness, depression, lower levels of social-competence, and peer group 
isolation, and are more likely to have parental reports of internalizing behavior problems in the 
ninth grade (K. H. Rubin, Chen, McDougall, Bowker, & McKinnon, 1995).   

 

Antecedents 

Family 

Young people learn from interactions with their parents how to initiate and maintain 
satisfying, warm friendships.  Engels et al. (2001) conducted a longitudinal study of 412 
adolescents to explore whether social skills are the pathways through which parental attachment 
is associated with adolescent emotional adjustment.  They found that higher quality parental 
relationships are associated with adolescent social skills, which, in turn, influenced the 
competence of older adolescents in friendships and romantic relationships (Engels et al., 2001).  
Similarly, in a longitudinal study of 67 families, a positive affective parental relationship with 
the child during preschool (age 4 –5) predicted higher levels of intimacy skills at age 12 
(Estrada, Arsenio, Hess, & Holloway, 1987).   

A longitudinal study of 121 adolescents found that a mother’s verbal aggression toward 
her child in early- to middle-adolescence (ages 10 – 14) predicted lower intimacy in the child’s 
peer relationships in later adolescence (ages 16 –22) (Schlatter, 2001).  Furthermore, in a 5 ½ 
year longitudinal study of 40 adolescents from intact families (21 females, 29 males), higher 
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levels of maternal firm control during adolescence were associated with less secure early adult 
romantic attachment (Jones, Forehand, & Beach, 2000).    

Mothers and fathers may serve different, but complementary, roles in socializing 
adolescents for peer relationships.  Findings from a cross-sectional study of 386 13 – 20 year 
olds suggest that mothers engage more in teaching dependability and displaying feelings or 
intimacy, while fathers engage more in the elements of social play (Bigelow, Tesson, & Lewko, 
1999). 

In a longitudinal study of 110 white adolescents, researchers found that living in a 
distressed family (i.e., high conflict between parents, parental divorce) lead to diminished self-
esteem; this, in turn, predicted poorer quality adult relationships and diminished adult 
interpersonal competence (Armistead, Forehand, Beach, & Brody, 1995).  Conversely, a 
different longitudinal study found that adolescents who experienced democratic, warm, and 
supportive parental relationships at ages 12 through 18 appeared to be better-adjusted adults five 
years later (i.e., higher self-esteem, higher satisfaction with friendships and love life, lower levels 
of irritability) (Aquilino & Supple, 2001).  This investigation used data from the National Survey 
of Families and Households (NSFH) to study 1,066 adolescents over a 5-year period.  In 
addition, a 15-year longitudinal study of 160 families found that good interactions in the family 
during early development foster social competence and intimacy skills in adolescence (age 14 – 
15) (Aronen & Kurkela, 1998). 

Research has shown that sibling relationships may influence adolescent intimacy skills.  
Depending on the quality of the relationship, siblings can serve as a stepping stone for their 
brothers and sisters into the peer social world.   In a cross-sectional study of 386 13- to 20-year-
olds, Bigelow, Tesson, and Lewko (1999) found that when an adolescent has a sibling who is 
relatively close in age, their typically peer-like interaction style aids the development of social 
rule usage with peers, friends, and dating partners.  Adolescents with siblings are more likely to 
use rules of compliance and social facilitation, to exhibit loyalty, and to use information 
management with close friends; they are more likely to use rules of compliance, to exhibit 
loyalty, and to engage in the management of feelings with dating partners.  In short, an 
adolescent’s sibling serves as a testing ground in which the rules of interaction largely mirror the 
rules of peer, friendship, and romantic relationships.  With a sibling, adolescents have the 
opportunity to practice and hone their social skills.  In light of these benefits, it is excellent news 
that intimacy-related activities with a sibling (i.e., telling each other about a bad day; sharing 
private things) has recently been found to increase with age (Cole & Kerns, 2001).  The study 
was cross-sectional in design, and based on a sample of 170 primarily white fourth-, sixth-, and 
eighth-graders. 

Peers 

Research has found an association between peer rejection in middle childhood and degree 
of adolescent adjustment at a later time.  In a longitudinal study of 128 7- to 12-year-olds, youth 
who were socially withdrawn in middle childhood were more likely to be rated lonely one year 
later (Renshaw & Brown, 1993).   Furthermore, in a seven-year longitudinal study of 207 third- 
to sixth-graders, youth with a positive peer reputation in middle childhood were rated has having 
a more active social life, and as being more socially accepted, more competent at dating, closer 
to friends, and more competent with peers (Morison & Masten, 1991).     
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Programs  
Several programs have demonstrated the ability to increase adolescent intimacy and 

social interaction skills.  For instance, a six-session program designed to combine training in 
interpersonal problem-solving with "praise group" strategies showed promise in increase 
intimacy skills (Berner, Fee, & Turner, 2001).  “Praise groups” are groups of peers who provide 
support for appropriate behaviors of a target individual.  The study’s participants, 12-year-old 
girls identified as having few friends, were randomly assigned to either the treatment group 
(n=19) or the control group (n=21).  Results indicate that girls in the treatment group were 
significantly more likely to participate in conversation, to initiate interactions, and to spend less 
time alone during recess or recreational period than girls in the control group.  However, on the 
more global measure of social skills, the treatment group did not show a significant improvement 
over the control group.   

The experimental evaluation of the Big Brothers/Big Sisters program examined 959 10- 
to 16-year-olds.  The youth were randomly assigned to either a mentoring or control group.  The  
youth in the mentoring group were less likely to report lying to their parents, and reported more 
trust in, and a more positive perception of, their relationship with their mother than the control 
group youth (Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Tierney et al., 1995).   

The Adolescent Social Skills Effectiveness Training (ASSET) program is focused on the  
improvement of adolescent social skills (Openshaw et al., 1992).  Non-clinical parent-adolescent 
dyads (n=29) self-selected into the comparison and treatment groups.  Modest evidence was 
found to suggest that social skills enhancement significantly improved interpersonal relationships 
in the family.  Adolescents participants were 13 to 17 years old. 

Summary 
Intimacy skills in youth are associated with academic and socio-emotional outcomes.  For 

instance, youth with good intimacy skills are more interested in school, perform better 
academically, and as better adjusted socially (i.e., have higher quality relationships with parents 
and peers).  In addition, these youth have higher self-esteem and are less likely to be depressed 
or to participate in risk-taking behaviors.  Youth without these skills are likely to be anxious, 
depressed, lonely, and isolated. 

A number of characteristics from the family and peer antecedent levels appear to be 
important predictors of adolescent intimacy skills.  Family-level characteristics, such as 
responsive and consistent parenting, a quality parent-youth relationship, close relationships with 
siblings, and siblings close in age all foster intimacy skills in youth.  Being accepted by peers 
appears to cultivate these skills, as well.   

As with other aspects of relationships, we found that there was a scarcity of quality 
research on the development of intimacy skills for adolescents.  More research needs to be 
conducted to expand this area into other antecedent levels, such as that of individual or the 
neighborhood. Even though the majority of the studies reviewed were longitudinal, it is not 
possible to definitively state whether the antecedents caused the development of intimacy skills.     

There is evidence, however, that certain program interventions may promote the 
development of intimacy skills in youth. Specifically, interventions aimed at increasing youth 
interpersonal skills were successful at improving adolescent peer and family interactions.  
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Prosocial Behaviors 

Introduction 
Voluntary behaviors intended to benefit another person are often considered prosocial 

behaviors (Eisenberg, in press; Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998).  In a cross-sectional study of 151 
youth, ages 8 to 13, prosocial children tended to be viewed by their teachers and other adults as 
socially competent (Eisenberg et al., 1996).  Similarly, in a cross-sectional study of 68 eighth-
graders, prosocial children were found to be good social problem solvers (Marsh, Serafica, & 
Barenboim, 1981).  Furthermore, a 15-year longitudinal study of 32 youth found that youth rated 
as prosocial at a young age were more considerate of others and were more likely to suppress 
aggression at age 19 – 20 (Eisenberg, Carlo, Murphy, & Van Court, 1995).  In addition, the study 
reports that prosocial behaviors are relatively stable through adolescence and into adulthood.   

Antecedents 

Individual 

Certain individual characteristics may be linked to the development of prosocial 
behaviors.  For instance, there is evidence of an association between a youth’s temperament and 
his or her prosocial behaviors.  A cross-sectional study of 151 8- to 13-year-olds reported that 
children who stay focused on tasks and who are not easily distracted behave prosocially 
(Eisenberg et al., 1996).  Similarly, a cross-sectional study of 51 6- to 7-year-olds found that 
easy-going and flexible children tend to behave prosocially (Strayer and Roberts, 1989).   

Prosocial behaviors have also been linked to dispositional traits.  For instance, children 
who tend to not overly display negative emotions are more likely to be prosocial (Eisenberg et 
al., 1996).  In addition, in a study of 270 adolescents (17 – 20 years old), youth were randomly 
assigned to either a cooperative or competitive goal structure.  The adolescents who perceived 
themselves as being warm, considerate, and friendly behaved in a more cooperative manner 
during the group task including helping their teammates, regardless of group assignment, than 
the youth who perceived themselves as cold, rude, and selfish (Graziano, Hair, & Finch, 1997). 

Sociability and assertiveness are associated with prosocial behaviors.  In a cross-sectional 
study of 90 eighth-graders, adolescents who were sociable and assertive were more likely than 
their peers to perform prosocial acts that involved social initiative and direct interaction with 
others (Hampson, 1984).  In a cross-sectional study of helping behaviors, Midlarsky and Hannah 
(1985) collected data on 256 youth from first, fourth, seventh, and tenth grade.  Their findings 
suggest that assertiveness may be a necessary quality for children and adolescents to 
spontaneously approach people who need help.   

Family 

Research links family-level influences to the development of prosocial behaviors (see 
Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998 for a review).  For example, an observational study of 112 6- to 11-
year-olds found that children who experienced authoritative parenting (i.e. warm, supportive and 
strict) tended to behave more prosocially than youth who experienced other styles of parenting 
(Dekovic & Janssens, 1992).  Similarly, a cross-sectional study of 78 students in the sixth and 
seventh grade found that parents who used inductive discipline (i.e., reasoning and parental 
disappointment) as opposed to power assertion had children who were prosocial (Krevans & 
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Gibbs, 1996).  In addition, a cross-sectional study of 58 third-graders found that parents who 
value prosocial behaviors tend to have children who also behave prosocially (Eisenberg et al., 
1992).   

Neighborhood/Community/School 

The school environment, as well, may influence the development of prosocial behaviors.  
An observational study of 65 Israeli third-graders found that children in classes structured to 
promote prosocial behavior, by emphasizing cooperation, for example, helped their peers more 
than children in traditional classes (Hertz-Lazartowtiz, Fuchs, Sharabany, & Eisenberg, 1989).  
In addition, an observational study of 99 children in kindergarten through sixth-grade found that 
warm and supportive interactions with teachers were associated with prosocial behaviors and 
positive interactions with peers (Serow & Solomon, 1979).   

Societal 

Children from rural and semi-agricultural communities are more cooperative than 
children from urban or westernized cultures (see Eisenberg & Mussen, 1989, for a complete 
review).  A cross-sectional study of 433 youth (5-22 years old) from Mexican villages and small 
towns, youth were more cooperative, helpful and more likely to avoid conflict than middle class 
Mexican (n=60), Mexican-American (n=155), or Anglo-American (n=215) children (Kagan, 
Knight, & Martinez-Romero, 1982).  Similarly, a cross-sectional study of 120 Mexican 
American and Anglo American fourth- through sixth-graders found that the Mexican American 
children were more cooperative and helpful than the Anglo American children (Knight, Kagan, 
& Buriel, 1982). In addition, in a cross-sectional study of 20 groups of 9 – 11 year old children, 
children from kibbutzim in Israel were more helpful than their urban counterparts (Shapira & 
Lomranz, 1972).  Eisenberg and Mussen (1989) argue that children from urban areas tend to be 
more competitive and less prosocial than children from other regions. 

Programs  
Though there are few evaluations of programs aimed at improving adolescent prosocial 

orientation, certain key findings have been produced.  There is evidence, for example, that 
intervention programs can influence prosocial behaviors.  The Child Development Project  is a 
seven-year longitudinal study designed to promote prosocial behaviors (Battistich, Solomon, 
Watson, & Schaps, 1997; Battistich, Watson, Solomon, Schaps, & Solomon, 1991).  The 
program provided opportunities for children to 1) engage in cooperative learning activities; 2) 
practice important social skills (i.e., understanding others’ thoughts and feelings; and 3) provide 
help to others.  Teachers were trained to provide the main components of the intervention.  
Subjects include 2438 fifth- and sixth-graders assigned to the treatment group and 2321 students 
assigned to the comparison group.  Children in the program experienced increases in prosocial 
behavior and prosocial moral reasoning.  

Summary 
Developing prosocial behaviors has been linked to developing other positive socio-

emotional outcomes.  Specifically, prosocial children are viewed as considerate, good social 
problem solvers, and low in aggression. 
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Antecedents from the individual, family, neighborhood, and societal levels are predictive 
of youth prosocial behaviors.  For instance, personality characteristics of youth are associated 
with them.  Youth who are resilient, warm, considerate, sociable, assertive, and not easily 
distracted are more likely to behave prosocially.  In addition, family-level antecedents, such as a  
warm and supportive parenting style, positive discipline styles, and parental prosocial values are 
all associated with youths’ prosocial behavior.  There is some evidence that the structure of the 
classroom may promote prosocial behaviors, as well.  For instance, children in classrooms that 
emphasize cooperation tend to be more prosocial.  Several cross-sectional studies indicate that  
cultural background may also influence the development of prosocial behaviors; youth from 
urban areas, for example, may be less cooperative and less prosocial than youth from rural areas 
or cultures. 

The review of the research on the prosocial development of adolescents has produced a 
number of antecedents.  However, most of the studies were cross-sectional, therefore only 
allowing us to make tentative statements about the association between the antecedents and the 
development of prosocial behaviors.  There is a large collection of research on the prosocial 
behaviors of younger children (see Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998), but a dearth of research on the 
prosocial behaviors of adolescents.  Longitudinal research on adolescent prosocial development  
would greatly enhance this area.  There is also a lack of experimental program evaluations for 
this topic.  However, the one study described above provides some initial evidence that programs 
have the capacity to influence youths’ prosocial behaviors. 

Individual Attributes   
Interpersonal skills, alone, are not fully representative of adolescent social skills.  

Individual attributes, such as self-control/behavior regulation, empathy or sympathy, and social 
confidence, are also associated with adolescent social competence.  While interpersonal skills are 
skills that foster social connection, individual attributes are personal characteristics adolescents 
typically value in others.  Subsequently, adolescents with these valued attributes are, themselves, 
valued and appreciated by their peers and family.  These individual attributes foster relationships 
through their positive effects on others’ perceptions of adolescents, and, therefore, are forms of 
social competence.   

Self-Control/Behavior Regulation 

Introduction 
The ability to regulate behavior and emotions at a level appropriate for any given 

interaction, whether with peers or adults, is highly predictive of relationship success.  For 
example, a cross-sectional study of over 440 ethnically diverse, Midwestern seventh-graders 
found that friendship attainment strategies used by early adolescents that centered on physical 
and psychological aggression, fighting, and yelling were significantly less likely to result in peer 
acceptance (Wentzel & Erdley, 1993).  These strategies are all behaviors indicative of poor 
impulse control and regulatory abilities.  Another cross-sectional study revealed that, out of the 
120 predominantly white, sixth-grade males sampled, those adolescents rated by teachers as 
hyperactive and aggressive were more likely to be rejected by peers (Pope, Bierman, & Mumma, 
1989).  Similarly, cross-sectional research on 79 white, fourth- through fifth-graders suggested 
that those who scored higher in emotional regulation were more likely to be viewed positively by 
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peers (Melnick & Hinshaw, 2000).  Finally, longitudinal research of 145 white, low- to middle-
income, early adolescent males showed that youth who exhibited impulsive, hyperactive 
behavior were more likely to have peer difficulties concurrently and later in adolescence (Pope & 
Bierman, 1999).  

Developmentally appropriate regulatory abilities are also positively associated with 
parent-child relations.  In a longitudinal study, Murphy, Shepard, Eisenberg, Fabes, and Guthrie 
(1999) found that, out of the 64 predominantly white adolescents of varied socio-economic class 
sampled, youth rated as high in regulatory abilities by adults were more likely to be rated as 
sympathetic than were youth rated as low in regulatory ability by adults.  The authors assert that 
levels of sympathy and regulatory abilities relate to each other and that they both promote 
interpersonal relations.  They suggest that adolescents high in regulatory abilities are less likely 
to be overwhelmed by potentially stressful situations, which allows them to focus on another’s 
distress rather than their own. This sympathetic reaction fosters an intimate connection with 
others, which, in turn, fosters the maintenance of that relationship (Murphy, Shepard, Eisenberg, 
Fabes, & Guthrie, 1999).   

Antecedents 

Individual 

The majority of research in this domain focuses on the influence of others, such as 
parents or peers, on a given focal child’s self-control and behavior regulation.  There is some 
evidence, however, that particular characteristics of the child, him- or herself, may also influence 
the development of these qualities.   

Successes in school and level of intelligence have been linked to adolescent regulatory 
abilities.  Research on 411 urban males from the United Kingdom, ages 8 to 32, found that both 
lower levels of non-verbal intelligence and limited academic success during junior high and high 
school are predictive of regulation and self-control problems during adolescence (Farrington, 
1989).  Additionally, Wentzel et al. (1993) found that a young adolescent’s level of intelligence 
is negatively associated with poor regulatory abilities. 

Beyond intelligence and academic performance, personality traits have also been linked 
to adolescent regulatory abilities.  Research by Wentzel et al. (1993) found that prosocial 
behavior and appropriate friendship-making strategies are negatively associated with anti-social 
behavior and poor regulatory abilities.  In addition, Pope and Beirman (1999) found, in a sample 
of 145 boys, that youth with an irritable-inattentive personality were more likely to exhibit poor 
regulatory abilities (both emotional and behavioral) during adolescence than their peers. 

Finally, it should be noted that poor regulatory abilities, similar to those exhibited by 
children diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), can be the result of a 
hormonal imbalance (Biederman et al., 1995; Conners, 1997).  Often, it is ineffective to simply 
discipline a child for his or her aggressive, overly active behavior.  Experimental research 
conducted by The National Institute of Mental Health found that the combination of medication 
and behavioral treatments is more effective in improving these behaviors than just medication or 
just behavior treatment (National Institute of Mental Health, 1999).  Further, the study found that 
in certain cases, where medication or behavior therapy alone yielded little to no improvement in 
behavior, the combination of behavioral therapy and medication lead to behavioral 
improvements.   
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In sum, level of intelligence or cognitive ability, personality traits such as prosocial 
behavior and genetic hormonal imbalances appear to influence adolescent regulatory ability.   

Family 

According to research on the family’s effect on adolescent self-control and behavior 
regulation reveals that the family can have both a positive and negative influence.  Studies have 
consistently found that children with parents who display responsiveness and warmth, and who 
regulate the behaviors of their children (i.e., authoritative parenting), are more competent and  
independent, and have higher levels of self-esteem, moral development, and emotional control,  
than children of parents with other parenting styles6 (Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Maccoby & 
Martin, 1983).  Steinberg and colleagues have found similar results for adolescents (Lamborn, 
Mounts, Steinberg, & Dornbusch, 1991; Steinberg, 1990).  For this age group, parental 
responsiveness appears to aid in the development of self-esteem and social competencies, while 
parents’ ability to regulate the youth’s behaviors appears to enhance the youth’s impulse control 
and decrease problem behaviors (Steinberg, 1990).   

As mentioned above, the effects of the family on adolescent self-control is not always 
positive.  In a national longitudinal sample of over 4,400 adults, researchers found that parental 
use of corporal punishment during adolescence predicted the youth's later approval of violence 
against their own spouse, elevated marital conflict, as well as depression as an adult (Straus & 
Yodanis, 1996).  Similarly, cross-sectional research of 120 low- to middle-income, Hispanic-
American adolescents revealed that an individual’s level of aggression towards peers was  
positively associated with total conflicts with his or her father (Collins, Laursen, Mortensen, 
Luebker, & Ferreira, 1997).  

Peers 

When interacting with other youth, adolescents are more cognizant of their behavior and 
its implications for peer acceptance than they are during interactions with parents (Zeman & 
Shipman, 1998).  Due to the perceived external pressure to “behave appropriately” in the 
presence of friends or peers, non-family social relations are particularly important in fostering 
the development of adolescent regulatory abilities.  In correlational research, Zeman and 
Shipman (1998) found that, among the 71 early adolescents sampled, participants endorsed more 
goals for regulating emotional displays with their peers than with parents.  Furthermore, research 
on a slightly older sample of 140 predominantly white, rural, middle-class adolescents resulted in 
similar findings (Zeman & Shipman, 1997).  

An individual’s quality of interaction with peers during grade school predicts his or her  
regulatory abilities during early adolescence.  A longitudinal study conducted by Burton and 
Kranz (1990) sampled 152 third-graders of varied ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds and 
conducted a follow up three years later.  Results of the study indicate that those youth who were 
rejected by peers during early elementary school showed less behavioral control, less internal 
perception of control, and continuing peer problems at the time of the follow-up (Burton & 
Krantz, 1990). 

                                                 
6 Research has also found that the benefits of authoritative parenting may not extend to certain ethnic groups (i.e., 
African-Americans, Asians) or levels of socio-economic status Steinberg, L., Mounts, N. S., Lamborn, S. D., & 
Dornbusch, S. M. (1991). Authoritative parenting and adolescent adjustment across varied ecological niches. 
Journal of Research on Adolescence, 1(1), 19-36.. 
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  The level of  an adolescent’s externalizing behaviors, which are often the manifestation 
of poor regulatory abilities, is highly influenced by peer relationships (C. A. King & Young, 
1981; Lahey, Green, & Forehand, 1980).  Data from a national longitudinal sample of youth  
(n=1,725)  revealed that peers exert a stronger influence than family on adolescent drug use (J. P. 
Hoffman, 1993).  Similar findings were produced in a longitudinal study of African-American 
youth, designed to identify the risk factors for drug use in the sample (n=380).  Researchers 
found that, even after controlling for family relationship variables, the adolescent's relationship 
with delinquent peers strongly predicted the use of marijuana, alcohol, and other illicit drugs 
(Friedman & Glassman, 2000).  Finally, adolescents’ peer relationships may also be associated 
with delinquent behavior.  Longitudinal research of 763 predominantly white adolescent girls 
found an association between antisocial peer relationships and the initiation and continuation of 
delinquent behaviors (Talbott & Thiede, 1999).   

Peers influence the level of adolescent regulatory ability in a variety of ways.  In sum, an 
individual’s levels of interaction and peer acceptance are positively associated with regulatory 
ability, and the amount of interaction with delinquent peers is negatively associated with 
regulatory ability. 

Neighborhood/Community/School 

Sampson (1997) employed data from the Project on Human Development in Chicago 
Neighborhoods, longitudinal data incorporating seven age cohorts and over 7,000 children 
between the ages of 3 and 18, to examine the influence of neighborhood dynamics on self-
control and behavior regulation.  The researcher found that, while family dynamics influenced 
the development of social regulation and control, it was neighborhood dynamics, such as 
residential stability, structural disadvantage (i.e., dominated by high poverty, female-headed 
families, unemployment, percentage black, and public assistance received), and high 
concentration of recent immigrants, that predicted both perception of the neighborhood as a 
source of social control and level of adolescent delinquent behavior.  In fact, even after 
controlling for parental influence and the youth’s prior level of delinquency, these neighborhood 
dynamics predicted future levels of behavior regulation and acts of delinquency.  The author 
argues that when addressing problems in behavior regulation, both its etiology and abatement, 
one should not be limited to an “under the roof” perspective and ignore potential sources of 
influence that lie outside of the family.  Neighborhood dynamics, for example, can be an 
important source of influence, as well (Sampson, 1997). 

Programs  
A variety of behavior training programs, such as Big Brothers/Big Sisters (BB/BS) and 

The Bicultural Competence Skills Program (BCSP), have been shown to have a positive 
influence on adolescent self-control.  In two separate experimental studies, youth in the treatment 
group for BB/BS program was less likely to hit someone than youth in the control group 
(Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Tierney et al., 1995); as mentioned earlier, adolescent externalizing 
behavior, such as hitting, is often the manifestation of poor regulatory abilities (C. A. King & 
Young, 1981; Lahey et al., 1980).  The BCSP, a 10-session program which uses skills training to 
promote competence and positive identity in the bicultural adolescent, appears to raise levels of 
adolescent self-control.  Post-test results of an experimental evaluation of BCSP found that 
program participants reported lower levels of alcohol, tobacco, and other drug use and were rated 
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as having higher levels of self-control than members of control group.  The sample consisted of 
137 Native-American adolescents (Schinke, Orlandi, Botvin, Gilchrist, & et al., 1988).   

Additionally, a cognitive-behavioral training program--- focused on the reduction of 
aggression and the improvement of social-control--- proved very effective for behavior-
disordered adolescents.  The program consisted of 12 half-hour sessions over three weeks, during 
which participants received cognitive-behavioral training and positive reinforcement for learning 
and using key skills.  Sessions were designed to have clear objectives and structured lectures.  In 
post-test data from the program’s experimental evaluation, program participants were rated as 
having significantly more self-control and observed as having significantly fewer aggressive 
behaviors than youth in the control group.  The study sample consisted of 30 behavior-disordered 
adolescents, equally divided between the treatment and control groups  (Etscheidt, 1991).  

Lochman, Coie, Underwood and Terry (1993) developed and empirically tested a social 
relations intervention program that addressed social problem-solving, positive play training, 
group-entry skill training, and dealing with strong negative feelings.  The program was 
conducted over 26 individual half-hour sessions and 8 half-hour sessions of group-play.  In a 
sample of 52 African-American early-adolescent children, youth who participated in the training 
group exhibited decreased levels of aggression towards their peers when compared to youth from 
the control group (Lochman, Coie, Underwood, & Terry, 1993).   

The Linking the Interests of Parent and Teachers (LIFT) program, mentioned earlier, 
successfully lowered levels of adolescent aggression during peer interaction.  An experimental 
study of LIFT evaluated the impact of the program on delinquent behaviors of 600 first- and 
fifth-graders from high juvenile crime neighborhoods.  The program targets certain youth social 
behaviors, such as opposition, deviance, and social ineptitude, and parenting practices, such as 
disciplining and monitoring (Eddy et al., 2000).  Results indicate that participants in the LIFT 
program were rated by teachers as less aggressive towards peers during play and social 
interaction than those in the control group. 

Empirical research suggests that Project Northland, a 3-year training program consisting 
of weekly training sessions or group activities, effectively lowers levels of anti-social behavior, 
and fosters the ability to regulate behavior and resist peer pressure.  Through joint parent-child 
training sessions and community organizing, Project Northland aims to increase participants’ 
bonding, self-efficacy, prosocial involvement, and social, emotional, and behavioral 
competencies.  An experimental study found that students who participated in the program were 
more likely to report increased communication with parents, a heightened ability to resist peer 
pressure, increased levels of self-efficacy, and lower levels of cigarette, alcohol, and marijuana 
use.  The sample consisted of 1900 junior high students (Perry et al., 1996). 

Summary 
Beyond the influence of genetics or hormonal imbalances, mentioned above, self-control 

and behavioral regulation are related to the success of relationships with peers, adults and 
parents.  For example, youth who can regulate their behaviors and emotions are more likely to be 
viewed positively by peers and adults and less like to have difficulties with their social 
relationships.   

However, the research literature on the development self-control and behavior regulation 
suggests that a developmentally appropriate level of self-control is dependent on, or reflects, the 
quality of relationships in which an adolescent participates.  Positive relationships with parents 
and peers lead to appropriate levels of self-control, whereas negative relationships with parents 
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and peers lead to a lack of self-control.  Furthermore, it appears that the ability to self-regulate is 
not solely dependent on present relationships; it may be, largely, the consequence of past 
relationships with parents and peers during early and middle childhood.  Most adolescents, 
through adaptive relationships, develop the ability to self-regulate their behavior.  However, it is 
important to recognize that the association between self-control and quality relationships may be 
recursive; that is, self-control may promote quality relationships just as quality relationships may 
foster self-control in adolescents.  

In addition, neighborhood characteristics such as poverty, unemployment, and public 
assistance may be antecedents for the development of self-control.   

It is important to note, again, that the majority of the studies on self-control were 
correlational and/or cross-sectional.  These study designs do not allow for causality to be 
determined.  As described above, it is possible for antecedents, such as quality relationships, to 
not only predict self-control but also to be influenced by self-control. However, for adolescents 
without a positive source of influence for their development of self-regulation and control, 
certain training programs may successfully fill the void.  Programs that teach social problem-
solving skills and coping and monitoring strategies, and that train youth to consider the 
consequences of behavior, appear to succeed, at least partially, at imparting methods of self-
control and behavior regulation.  

Social Confidence: Assertiveness/Social Initiative/Social Self-Efficacy 

Introduction 
The positive effects of three social constructs--- specifically, social assertiveness7, social 

self-efficacy8, and social initiative9--- have been found to largely overlap with one another.  
While each construct has distinct qualities, they are similar in that they are each an outgrowth of 
one’s confidence in his or her ability to connect to, and be liked by, others.   

According to longitudinal research based on a sample of 205 Midwestern, lower- to 
middle-class junior high students varying in race/ethnicity, social assertiveness is associated both 
concurrently and over time with higher levels of peer acceptance and friendship attainment 
(Shiner, 2000).  Cross-sectional research on 243 predominantly white, middle-class early 
adolescents has shown that youth who reported lower levels of social assertiveness also reported 
higher levels of loneliness and introversion (Young & Bradley, 1998).  A longitudinal study on 
the social self-efficacy of 793 suburban Canadian tenth-graders revealed that adolescents with 
higher levels of social self-efficacy were more likely to feel socially accepted than were 
adolescents with lower levels of social self-efficacy (McFarlane, Bellissimo, & Norman, 1995).  
A cross-sectional study found that adolescents who scored low on social self-efficacy also 
reported higher levels of loneliness, social dissatisfaction, and social discomfort.  The data was 
based on a sample of 238 Greek early adolescents of middle-class background (Galanaki & 

                                                 
7 Defined as assertiveness as measured during social activities or situations Jaminon, C., & Desmette, D. (1998). 
Path to integration: Interaction between training schemes and individual variables. Unpublished manuscript, 
Scotland.. 
8 Defined as the expectation of success in different social tasks that contribute to success in social relationships 
McFarlane, A. H., Bellissimo, A., & Norman, G. R. (1995). The role of family and peers in social self-efficacy: 
Links to depression in adolescence. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 65(3), 402-410.. 
9 Defined as a particular form of adolescent competence that indexes the degree to which adolescent initiate social 
contacts outside the home (Barber and Erikson, 2001) 
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Kalantzi-Azizi, 1999).  According to longitudinal research of 900 Northwestern early 
adolescents of varied race/ethnicity, levels of social initiative and social self-efficacy are 
positively associated with levels of peer acceptance and harmonious parent child relations 
(Barber & Erickson, 2001).  Finally, a longitudinal investigation revealed that, of 236 early 
adolescents sampled, those with low levels of social self-efficacy and social assertiveness were 
more likely to report high levels of loneliness later in adolescence (Moore & Schultz, 1983). 

Antecedents 

Individual 

Individual characteristics associated with global self-confidence have been found to be 
associated with social confidence.  Cross-sectional research on 131 Northeastern, white college-
age adolescents of varyied socio-economic background (Filsinger & Anderson, 1982), 242 
suburban high-schoolers of varied race/ethnicity (Connolly, 1989), and participants in Barber 
and Erikson’s (2001) longitudinal study, described above, shows that social assertiveness, social 
self-efficacy, and social initiative are linked to levels of self-esteem.  Gender is also associated 
with social self-efficacy, as females tend to report higher levels than males (Connolly, 1989).  
Finally, levels of aggression and delinquent behavior are negatively associated with both social 
assertiveness and social initiative.  Longitudinal research by Barber and Erikson (2001) found 
that anti-social, aggressive youth exhibit lower levels of social initiative and social assertiveness.  

One theme present in the research on social confidence is that of the negative influence of 
adolescent attributional style.  Individuals who consistently attribute social failures to internal, 
stable factors, and attribute social success to unstable, external factors, tend to score lower on 
levels of social self-efficacy, social initiative, and social assertiveness.  Cross-sectional research 
has revealed that, in 93 Australian high-school students sampled, adolescents who reported low 
levels of social self-efficacy and social assertiveness also tended to have the maladaptive 
attributional styles mentioned above (Innes & Thomas, 1989).  Similarly, a more recent study, 
based on data from 220 college-age adolescents, found that lonely adolescents who were more 
likely to report lower levels of social initiative and social assertiveness were also more likely to 
disparage themselves after social failures than were non-lonely persons (Christensen & Kashy, 
1998).  Due to the cross-sectional nature of the studies discussed above, it is difficult to 
determine whether one’s attributional style influences his or her level of social confidence, one’s 
level of social confidence affects his or her attributional style, or whether there is a common 
underlying antecedent. 

Family 

The quality of interaction between adolescents and their families has a direct association 
with levels of social assertiveness, social self-efficacy, and social initiative.  The amount of 
social support received from both parents and siblings is positively associated with both higher 
levels of social self-efficacy during early and late adolescence (McFarlane et al., 1995), and with 
higher levels of social assertiveness and social initiative during late adolescence (Barber & 
Erickson, 2001).  Barber and Erikson (2001) concluded that ongoing, quality relationships with 
parents and/or siblings promote the development of a healthy and confident 
relational/interpersonal style in adolescents.  Similarly, McFarlane et al. (1995) suggest that 
familial social support provides a secure environment in which adolescents can develop 
interpersonal confidence, a necessary quality for successful adolescent peer interaction.  Cross-
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sectional research on 805 seventh-graders of varied race/ethnicity suggests that both family 
disharmony and parental alcohol use have a negative association with an adolescent’s sense of 
social self-efficacy (Webb & Baer, 1995).  Parental alcohol abuse, alone, is associated with 
adolescent substance abuse.  Unfortunately, the additional negative influence of parental alcohol 
abuse and parental disharmony on adolescent social self-efficacy puts certain youth at an even 
higher risk for substance abuse.  This is based on the model that high levels of social self-
efficacy, alone, are negatively related to levels of substance abuse (Webb & Baer, 1995). 

Peers 

As much of an adolescent’s social time is spent with peers, it is not surprising that the 
quality of peer relationships influences his or her development of social confidence.  Both 
McFarlane et al. (1995) and Connolly (1989) found that perceived peer acceptance and levels of 
social support are positively associated with adolescent levels of social self-efficacy.  Filsenger 
et al. (1982), while testing the effects of social class on self-esteem and social skills, found that 
adolescents with one or more friends of a high social status, or of a status higher than his or her 
own, had higher levels of confidence when interacting with social elites and higher levels of 
social self-efficacy and social assertiveness, in general.  In a study on social self-efficacy, data 
from cross-sectional research on 556 predominantly white, suburban high school students 
showed that participation in school-based social activities may foster adolescents’ sense of social 
self-efficacy (H. Chung & Elias, 1996).  Finally, Barber and Erikson (2001) found that levels of 
interpersonal peer interactions are positively associated with adolescent social assertiveness and 
social initiative. 

The negative attributional style that fosters low levels of social confidence, discussed 
earlier, is, in part, predicated on earlier peer relationships.  According to cross-sectional research 
by Toner & Munro (1996), youth rejected by their peers were more likely than their non-rejected 
counterparts to attribute social failures to internal, stable factors, and to attribute social success to 
external, unstable factors.  Additionally, peer-rejected youth with a maladaptive attributional 
style were more likely to report lower levels of social initiative and social assertiveness.  Data 
was based on a sample of 90 early adolescents, of varied race/ethnicity, from the United 
Kingdom (Toner & Munro, 1996).  

Neighborhood/Community 

The majority of research on social assertiveness, social self-efficacy, and social initiative 
focuses on family, friends, and peers; a small proportion of this research, however, analyzes the 
influence of community and neighborhood support on the three social constructs.  One 
longitudinal study suggests that the frequency of contact with members of a community, with 
neighbors, and with church leaders is positively associated with an individual’s levels of social 
assertiveness and social initiative (Barber & Erickson, 2001).  

Programs  
Several social skills programs have proved effective in enhancing adolescent social 

assertiveness, social self-efficacy, and social initiative.  The LIFT program, described earlier, 
fosters the development of adolescent social assertiveness, social self-efficacy, and social 
initiative.  Posttest results of an experimental study, focused on 36 socially withdrawn early 
adolescents, found that youth who participated in LIFT showed lower levels of social avoidance 
than youth in the control group (Ralph et al., 1998).  A second experimental study found that 
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participants in the treatment group (n=382), when compared to those in the control group 
(n=289), were more likely to initiate social interactions with peers (Eddy et al., 2000).   

The Say it Straight Program (SIS) is a social skills training program designed to 
discourage substance use by developing social assertiveness in adolescents.  The youth 
participate in structured, video-taped role-playing, which is followed by feedback from others 
and the participant’s viewing of his or her own role-play performance.  The program seeks to 
teach communication, decision-making, and assertiveness skills that may prevent the participants 
from using alcohol or other drugs.  Post-test results from an experimental study assessing the 
effectiveness of the SIS program found that youth who participated in the SIS program (n=1,564) 
demonstrated more assertive skills, and had fewer alcohol- or drug-related school suspensions 
than the non-treatment group (n=1,295) (Englander-Golden, Elconin, Miller, & Schwarzkopf, 
1986).  

Structured Learning Training (SLT), a program geared towards fostering assertion skills 
in unassertive adolescents, appears to increase adolescents’ levels of social initiative with both 
teachers and peers.  Teachers, parents, or peers conduct SLT sessions, which employ a 
combination of audio-taped and live modeling, rehearsal, feedback with social reinforcement, 
and the practicing of assertive behaviors, among other components.  An experimental evaluation 
of the program, based on a sample of 90 predominantly white adolescents, found that youth who 
participated in SLT were more likely than non-participants to report increased levels of social 
initiative and to exhibit higher levels of social initiative during in vivo problem situations (Pentz, 
1980). 

Several other programs have also proved effective in promoting adolescent social 
confidence. Experimental research by Schinke et al. (1988) found that adolescents who 
participated in BCSP, discussed earlier, were more likely to report increased levels of social 
initiative than were adolescents from the control group.  Post-test results of experimental 
research on Project Northland found that adolescents from the treatment group were more likely 
to report increased levels of social self-efficacy than those from the control group (Perry et al., 
1996). 

Summary 
Social confidence (i.e., social assertiveness, social self-efficacy, and social initiative) in 

adolescents is positively related to feelings of social acceptance and adversely related to levels of 
loneliness and social discomfort.   

The adolescent with moderate to high levels of self-esteem shows higher levels of each of 
the three social confidence constructs.  Additionally, the ability to be socially assertive, to feel 
socially self-efficacious, and to exhibit social initiative is largely predicated on a quality 
relationship with parents and/or siblings.  These individuals serve as a developmental resource 
that fosters a healthy and confident relational/interpersonal style.  In many respects social 
assertiveness, social self-efficacy, and social initiative are each simply a function of interpersonal 
relationship history and self-esteem manifested in social situations.  

It should be emphasized, however, that the majority of the research findings on social 
confidence are based on cross-sectional and, occasionally, longitudinal studies.  As described 
throughout this report, these study designs allow only for tentative conclusions about the 
association between the antecedents and the development of social confidence in adolescents.  It 
is promising, though, that programs that teach adolescents behaviors and skills that foster 
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communication and problem-solving with both peers and parents (e.g., LIFT, SIS, and SLT) also 
seem to foster social assertiveness, social self-efficacy, and social initiative. 

Empathy/Sympathy 
Empathy is defined as an “affective response that stems from the apprehension or 

comprehension of another’s emotional state or condition, and which is identical or very similar 
to what the other person is feeling or would be expected to feel” (Eisenberg, in press).  In 
contrast, sympathy is the affective response that can stem from empathy, and consists of feelings 
such as sorrow and concern for the distressed or needy (Eisenberg, in press).   

Numerous studies explicate the positive effects of empathic skills on relationships with 
others.  Longitudinal research conducted by Adams, Schvaneveldt, and Jenson (1979) found, 
among the 80 Western, rural seventh- and eighth-graders sampled, that empathic skills in the 
form of social sensitivity are precursors to effective social interaction.  With respect to peer 
relationships, one longitudinal study found that empathic adolescents are more likely to be well-
liked by their peers (Murphy et al., 1999), and cross-sectional research has found association 
between social knowledge about emotional states and peer popularity (Adams, 1983).  Similarly, 
cross-sectional research has found that sensitive and empathetic adolescents may be more likely 
to have supportive, satisfying, lower-conflict friendships (Phillipsen, 1999).  Finally, longitudinal 
research conducted by Davis and Oathout (1987) found that the level of adolescent empathy 
among 264 heterosexual couples sampled predicted increased satisfaction in intimate 
relationships.   

In order to appreciate how a certain social context facilitates empathy development, 
empathy, itself, and the manner in which researchers define it should be addressed.  The ability 
to respond empathically requires both the level of intellect necessary to put one’s self in 
another’s shoes, and the emotional maturity necessary to correctly deduce the emotional state of 
another (Pecukonis, 1990)  Empathy then is the outgrowth of both cognitive and affective 
processes (Adams, Schvaneveldt, & Jenson, 1979; Henry, Sager, & Plunkett, 1996).   

Antecedents 

Individual 

As outlined above, researchers believe that empathic responses are rooted in both 
cognitive and affective processes.  There are numerous individual characteristics that both foster 
and hinder the development of empathy.  Experimental research, on 24 lower- to middle-class 
aggressive adolescent females who participated in an empathy training program, revealed that 
treatment group participants who had healthy ego10 development were more likely to benefit 
from the program than were treatment group participants who had poor ego development 
(Pecukonis, 1990).  Results of a cross-sectional study examining the effects of religiosity on 
empathy development found that levels of religiosity, especially among late adolescents, were 
positively associated with levels of adolescent empathy.  The sample consisted of 569 Western, 
rural high-schoolers from a predominately middle class background (Francis & Pearson, 1987).  
Research by Adams et al. (1979) revealed that adolescents high in social cooperativeness were 
more likely to exhibit empathetic behavior.  Similarly, cross-sectional research by Henry, Sager 
                                                 
10 A healthy ego is a personality trait characterized as a person’s ability to monitor his/her own needs and wants 
against the needs of others in order to maximize relationship success (Pecukonis, 1990).   
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and Plunkett (1996) found that, among 149 Southwestern adolescents of varied race/ethnicity, 
communicative responsiveness was positively associated with empathic response.  Finally, 
according to correlational research on 198 early adolescents, youth who reported reading more 
had higher scores on empathy and sympathy (Van der Bolt & Tellegen, 1994).   

Though limited, research also suggests that adolescents high in emotional regulatory 
ability also exhibit higher levels of empathy over time.  Longitudinal research conducted by 
Murphy et al. (1999) found, among the 65 fifth- and sixth-graders sampled, that those youth 
rated as high in regulatory abilities were more likely to exhibit or use empathic responses with 
peers, as measured six years later.  Murphy et al. (1999) concluded that, throughout 
development, regulatory abilities most likely prevent adolescents from becoming overwhelmed 
when they experience another’s distress; this allows them to focus on the other’s distress rather 
than their own.    

Researchers have also found qualities that relate inversely to adolescent empathy 
development.  In a cross-sectional study, Ritter (1979) found that egocentrism was negatively 
associated with perspective taking or empathy.  The sample consisted of 40 white, suburban 
high-schoolers.  Henry et al. (1996) found that high levels of self-esteem were associated with 
low levels of empathic response.  Finally, a cross-sectional study of 172 late adolescents revealed 
that adolescent aggression and empathy appear to be inversely related (Mehrabian & Epstein, 
1972). 

With respect to gender, a plethora of studies show that adolescent girls exhibit higher 
levels of empathy than do adolescent boys (Adams et al., 1979; Henry et al., 1996; R. Miller, 
1990).  Henry et al. (1996) found that girls scored higher in both the cognitive and emotional 
aspects of empathy, and concluded that both societal and familial socialization tended to 
encourage girls to be more empathic than boys.  Miller (1990), while conducting cross-sectional 
research on a sample of 112 urban, white, middle-class high-schoolers, attributed girls’ superior 
empathic skills to their ability to use empathic response with both same-sex and opposite-sex 
peers.  Boys, on the other hand, generally use empathy with opposite-sex peers but refrain from  
using it with same-sex peers. 

As outlined above, a host of individual characteristics impact adolescent empathy 
development.  Adolescents with a healthy ego, high levels of religiosity, a sense of social 
cooperativeness, and high regulatory abilities are more likely to exhibit empathy.  Conversely, 
adolescents who are egocentric and aggressive are less likely to exhibit empathy.  Finally, gender 
is also related to empathy response; both sexes exhibit higher levels of empathy towards the 
opposite sex, and girls tend to exhibit higher levels of empathetic response in general. 

 Family 

As the family is a key source of influence for the developing adolescent, it should come 
as no surprise that there is abundant research on various family dynamics and their influence on 
adolescent empathy development.  A variety of research studies suggest that cohesive, supportive 
families facilitate adolescent empathy development.  For example, research by Henry et al. 
(1996) found that adolescents who described their family as high in cohesiveness were more 
likely to report regard and sympathy for the feelings of others; adolescents who saw their parents 
as supportive also perceived themselves as higher in empathic concern.  Henry et al. (1996) 
conclude that families that are generally supportive, loving, and/or close, foster adolescent 
empathy development in multiple ways.  Not only do these families provide an excellent training 
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ground for empathy skills, but they also establish a precedent for the use of empathic response, 
which the adolescent will refer to during later interaction with peers and friends.  Cross-sectional 
research on male adolescent empathy development found that sympathetic mothers served as 
empathic models, which promoted both their son’s identification with them and their son’s 
development of empathetic responses.  The sample consisted of 72 white mother-late adolescent 
dyads from upper to middle class backgrounds (Eisenberg-Berg & Mussen, 1978). 

Simply having an older sibling has also been linked to adolescent empathy development.  
Longitudinal research conducted by Tucker, McHale and Crouter (2001) of 197 families with 
one or more adolescent found that siblings influence adolescent empathy development in 
numerous ways.  Overall, the authors concluded that adolescents with older siblings tend to 
exhibit higher levels of empathy when compared to those adolescents without an older sibling.  
Further, beyond the mere presence of an older sibling, the quality of the relationship between the 
older and younger sibling, as well as the older sibling's gender, can affect the younger sibling's 
empathy development.  Specifically, Tucker et al. (2001) found that younger sisters had greater 
empathy when their older siblings were more empathic, that younger sisters of older brothers 
were more empathic than were younger sisters of older sisters, and that younger sisters reported 
the highest levels of empathy when older brothers displayed more positive behaviors and when 
their sibling relationship could be characterized as highly positive.  Similarly, even in female 
adolescent-older sister relationships that were characterized as more negative than positive, the 
younger sister reported greater levels of empathy than did adolescent females without an older 
sibling.  With respect to younger brothers, the authors found that both having a more empathic 
older brother and having a positive sibling relationship were linked with development of 
empathy; in fact, simply having an older sibling was positively linked to greater empathy 
development for males.  Unlike younger sisters, younger brothers tended to focus only on older 
brothers as role models (Tucker, McHale, & Crouter, 2001).  (Tucker et al., 2001).   

Research also suggests that children who are exposed to models of logical reasoning by  
their parents are more likely to exhibit empathy at younger ages.  Henry et al. (1996) found that 
adolescents who witness their parents using logical reasoning to solve problems are more likely 
to report higher levels of perspective taking, and a greater ability to understand the situation of 
another person.  The authors conclude that adolescents of parents who engage in logical 
reasoning become socialized to use cognitive processes when trying to understand another 
individual’s feelings or emotional state (Henry et al., 1996).   

In sum, adolescents with cohesive, supportive families, an older sibling, and parents who 
engage in logical reasoning tend to exhibit higher levels of empathic response. 

Peers 

Research on the influence of peer relationships on empathy development is limited.  
According to available information, the association between peers and empathy seems to be 
reciprocal.  As noted above, adolescents higher in empathy are at an advantage with respect to 
peer relations (Davis & Oathout, 1987; Hay, 1994).  The converse is also true.  That is, there is 
research to suggest that levels of peer interaction foster the development of empathy.  Research 
by Ritter (1979) found that an adolescent’s level of empathy in a given social exchange is 
dependent on whether or not the other person is a friend or just a peer.  Adolescents are more 
likely to engage in empathic responses with their friends than with peers.  Thus, according to the 
author, relationships with friends foster the use and development of empathic responses (Ritter, 
1979).  Research conducted by Miller (1990) found that social interaction with the opposite sex 
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is linked to higher levels of empathy for both boys and girls.  Even though males tend to be 
socialized to avoid intimacy, they are capable of interacting intimately when they believe it 
would be effective to do so (K. E. Miller, 1990; Reis, Senchak, & Solomon, 1985).  In short, 
while interacting with females, males often exhibit more personal sharing behaviors and a greater 
expression of feelings (Aries, 1981; R. Miller, 1990).  Though females exhibit higher levels of 
empathy towards the same sex than do males, females still exhibit higher levels of empathy 
towards the opposite sex.  Ultimately, R. Miller (1990) asserts that because the adolescent is 
more likely to respond to the opposite sex with empathy, increased levels of opposite-sex social 
interaction will generally lead to more well-developed empathetic abilities.  In addition, 
Phillipsen (1999) found that friendships between low-accepted or less popular individuals are 
more likely to be characterized by less sensitive interactions than are friendships between more 
popular individuals.  The author attributes the association between peer status and empathic 
response in friendships to the negative influence of the entire peer group on less-popular youths’ 
social skills. Less popular youth tend to get picked on by peers more often than do more popular 
youth, which ultimately has a negative influence on their social skills, including empathy.  Less 
popular youth then use those deficient social skills when interacting with their equally unpopular 
friends (Phillipsen, 1999).   

Programs  
 Training programs, specifically those that address the cognitive and affective processes 
required for empathic response, have been found effective in raising levels of empathic response.  
One example is found in Cognitive/Affective Empathy Training (CAET), a program which 
endeavors to improve levels of empathetic response and to decrease levels of aggression by way 
of addressing cognitive and affective deficits in aggressive adolescents.  CAET consists of four 
sessions, each of which focuses on one of the following topics: interpreting the affect of others, 
role-taking, choosing and utilizing an appropriate level of affect, and event analysis.  Trainees 
continue to the next topic only after reasonable gains are made in the preceding topic.  Topics are 
presented in a variety of ways, such as visual, audio, and kinesthetic modalities, to ensure the 
trainee’s understanding and integration of the topic or skill.  Experimental research by Pecukonis 
(1990), on the influence of CAET on aggressive adolescent females, found that the training 
program increased participants’ (n=12) level of affective empathy, and their understanding of the  
positive and emotional experiences of others, over that of the control group participants (n=12).  

A second training program that has proved effective is the Communication Skills 
Training program (CST), which consisted of 16 one-hour sessions geared towards providing 
students with both conceptual knowledge and behavioral practice of self-disclosure and empathy.  
The training program, itself, was a structured educational course.  Through didactic and 
experiential training, participants gained relevant conceptual knowledge as well as behavioral 
practice of both self-disclosure and empathetic response.  Results of an experimental study, 
testing the effects of CST on empathy development, found that the program participants’ levels 
of self-disclosure and empathetic response were higher than the control group participants’ at 
both posttest analysis and at the 5-month follow-up.  The study sample consisted of 
Southwestern  adolescents randomly assigned to a training (n=22) and control group (n=21) 
(Avery, Rider, & Haynes-Clements, 1981). 
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Summary 
Empathic response, or the ability to induce the emotional state or reaction of others, has 

been established as key to relational success whether with peers, family members, or others.  
Empathetic response is predicated upon cognitive and affective processes.  To the degree that 
certain individual characteristics and relationships with peers, family members, and others foster 
or hinder these processes, they also foster or hinder adolescents’ empathy development.   

For instance, individual characteristics, such as a healthy ego, religiosity, and social 
cooperativeness, appear to promote the development of empathetic response in adolescents.  
Family characteristics, such as a cohesive, supportive family, older siblings, and parents who 
engage in logical reasoning, seem to produce the same effect.  Research has suggests that peer 
interactions, as well, may cultivate the development of empathy.   

There is a need for more research on the development of empathy in adolescents.  As the 
previous social skills sections, the majority of the studies reviewed for this topic were cross-
sectional.  Cross-sectional and, even, longitudinal, study designs do not allow researchers to 
make causal inferences about the association between the variables we have characterized as 
antecedents and the development of empathy in adolescents.   The findings reported here should 
be interpreted with an appropriate level of consideration to this limitation.  On the other hand, 
definitive evidence has been found regarding the influence of certain training programs; those 
centered in lecture and role-play are successful in fostering the cognitive and affective processes 
important to empathetic response and are, therefore, also successful at increasing the level of 
empathetic response in their trainees. 

Summary of Antecedents for Social Skills 
The following section describes the antecedents found to be predictors of multiple social 

skills.  As in the summary of antecedents of quality social relationships, if an antecedent is not 
found to be predictive across social skills, it is not necessarily unimportant.   

Individual-level antecedents 
An agreeable disposition (i.e., warm, friendly, considerate) was found to be an important 

antecedent for the interpersonal skills domain.  Individuals who perceive themselves as agreeable 
used more positive conflict resolution strategies, engaged in prosocial behaviors, and maintained 
friendships.  In addition, individual characteristics such as sociability and emotional stability 
were associated with behaving prosocially.  

However, in the individual attributes domain, several antecedents were documented for 
each social skill.  For instance, the individual characteristic of non-verbal intelligence is 
positively associated with self-control in adolescence.  In addition, self-esteem appears to be 
related to the development self-confidence; and individual characteristics such as a healthy ego, 
religiosity, and social cooperativeness appear to foster the development of empathetic response.  

Family-level antecedents 
Warm and responsive parenting appears to be a consistent family-level antecedent.  

Adolescents’ with warm and responsive parents appear to have better intimacy skills, engage in 
prosocial behaviors, have better emotional control, have social initiative, and respond 
empathetically.  In addition, youth with siblings have better intimacy skills, social self-efficacy, 
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and empathy.  Similarly, having parents and siblings who use constructive conflict resolution 
strategies is related to the development of conflict management skills in adolescents.   

Peer-level antecedents 
Peer acceptance was documented to be an important antecedent for several social skills.  

For instance, being accepted by peers is associated with conflict management skills, intimacy 
skills, self-control, and social confidence.  However, since the vast majority of the studies in the 
peer antecedent level are cross-sectional, it is equally plausible that the social skills could be 
antecedents of peer acceptance and peer relationships. 

Neighborhood/Community-level antecedents 
Neighborhood-level antecedents were only documented for three social skills: prosocial 

behaviors, self-control, and self-confidence.  For prosocial behaviors, classrooms that promote 
prosocial behaviors, as compared to traditional classrooms, foster prosocial development in the 
students.  Several neighborhood characteristics, such as residential instability and poverty, are 
associated with behaviors (i.e., delinquency and anti-social behaviors) that are indicative of low 
self-control.  In addition, frequent contact with community members promotes social 
assertiveness and social initiative.   

Societal-level antecedents 
Research on the influence of societal- or cultural-level characteristics on the development 

of social skills is scarce.  However, research on conflict-resolution skills and prosocial behaviors 
suggests that societal-level antecedents play a role in the development of these skills.  For 
instance, youth from individualistic cultures (i.e. the United States) use negative conflict 
resolution tactics, such as power assertion, more often than youth from other cultures.  In 
addition, several studies indicate that a youth’s cultural background may influence the 
development of prosocial skills.  For instance, youth who live in urban areas tend to be less 
cooperative and less prosocial than youth from rural areas.   

Programs 
There are a variety of programs that have been experimentally evaluated that have 

attempted to improve adolescents’ social skills.  Strong evidence exists that youth programs 
aimed at increasing youths’ conflict management skills, self-control/behavioral regulation, self-
confidence, and empathy appear to have been successful.   

However, little evidence exists of successful programs that attempted to impact 
adolescents’ intimacy skills or prosocial behaviors.  Additional research needs to be conducted 
on these two important social skills. 

Research Quality 
Throughout the section on the antecedents of good social skills, we have discussed an 

array of possible antecedents.  It is crucial to understand that the majority of the findings on the 
development of good social skills are based on cross-sectional and longitudinal studies.  As 
discussed throughout this report, these study designs do not allow research to assess the direction 
of the association between two variables.  Especially in cross-sectional designs, it equally likely 
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that the social skill predicts the antecedent, as it is that the antecedent predicts the social skill.  
However, experimental studies suggest that when specific social skills (i.e., conflict resolution 
strategies) are targeted by a program, improvements in these skills can be accomplished.  
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Quality social relationships and good social skills are important aspects of people’s lives.  

For instance, adolescents who are socially competent are likely to have good psychological well-
being, have good academic outcomes, maintain successful marriages in adulthood, and have 
positive relationships with their own children.  In contrast, those adolescents who have deficits in 
their social competency are likely to engage in problem behaviors, delinquency, substance use, 
and high-risk sexual behaviors, as well as have poor psychological well-being and academic 
outcomes.   During childhood and adolescence, youth should develop the skills or competence to 
maintain quality relationships.  To gain a better understanding of how youth gain the skills 
necessary to engage in and maintain relationships, we examined the antecedents of, and 
intervention strategies for, quality social relationships and good social skills.   

Summary for the Antecedents of Quality Social Relationships 
Based on experimental, quasi-experimental, and multivariate longitudinal studies, 

individual-, familial-, and neighborhood-level variables were documented as antecedents of 
quality social relationships.  For instance, individual characteristics of the youth, such as gender, 
age and personality, were found to be important for predicting the quality of relationships, 
including parent, sibling, non-familial adults, and peers.  In addition, several family-level 
characteristics are important for predicting quality relationships.  A positive relationship between 
the parent and youth, parenting style, and low family discord/parental divorce are important 
antecedents for quality social relationships.  Neighborhood characteristics such as accessibility 
and proximity to non-familial adults and peers are important factors for quality relationships.   

Experimentally-evaluated programs that have attempted to increase the quality of 
adolescents’ social relationships are scarce.  However, some programs, such as mentoring, have 
been able to promote quality social relationships (i.e., with parents, mentors, or peers) for 
adolescents.  In addition, education and skills training programs appear to be effective at 
increasing adolescents’ skills when a deficit has been detected (i.e., conflict management skills 
with siblings). 

Summary for the Antecedents of Good Social Skills 
As mentioned above, antecedents from the individual-, family-, peer-, and neighborhood-

level were found to be important predictors for good social skills.  Specifically, youth who are 
warm, considerate, and friendly are likely to use more positive conflict-resolution strategies and 
to behave in a prosocial manner.  Other individual characteristics (sociability, non-verbal 
intelligence, self-esteem) were found to be important for specific social skills.  The most 
consistent family-level characteristic for predicting good social skills was warm and responsive 
parenting.  In addition, youth with siblings typically have better social skills.  Peer acceptance 
was documented as an important predictor of many social skills; however, since most of the 
research is cross-sectional, it is equally likely that the social skills could be antecedents to the 
quality of the peer relationships. 

There is a solid set of literature for experimentally-evaluated programs that have 
attempted to increase adolescents’ social skills.  When a program has targeted a specific skill 
(i.e., conflict management skills, self-control/behavioral regulation, or self-confidence) that an 
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adolescent may be lacking, there appears to be strong evidence that the programs can improve 
these deficits.  However, programs targeted at two other important social skills -- intimacy skills 
and prosocial behaviors -- need to be evaluated. 

Next Steps 

• More longitudinal studies of the antecedents of social relationships and social skills 
are needed.    Most of the research on the predictors of quality social relationships 
and good social skills is cross-sectional.  Throughout this report we have mentioned 
that quality social relationships and good social skills are interrelated.  It is possible 
for good social skills to be listed as antecedents for quality social relationship, and for 
quality social relationships to be listed as antecedents for good social skills.  It is not 
clear whether one develops first, whether they develop in parallel, whether they 
develop in phases or sequences with each influencing the other’s development, or 
whether they share another common antecedent.   Longitudinal studies from 
childhood to adolescence would provide a clearer picture of the antecedents for 
quality social relationships and good social skills, as well as provide the context to 
examine how social relationships and social skills are related.  

 
• More research is needed on the development of extended family, non-familial adult 

and peer relationships.  Although there is a rich and diverse literature on the quality 
of adolescent relationships with parents and siblings, research on the development of 
adolescent relationships with extended family members, non-familial adults, and 
peers is lacking.   Additional research on the predictors for quality relationships 
across relationship types would be beneficial for understanding how adolescents 
develop. 

 
• More research is needed on the development intimacy, prosocial behaviors, and self-

control.  While some social skills, such as conflict resolution, are key topics for 
research in adolescence, other social skills are not.  For instance, most of the research 
on prosocial behaviors has focused on younger ages.   Similarly, research on the 
development of intimacy skills and self-control/behavioral regulation in adolescents 
is lacking.   In addition, most research has used social skills as a predictor rather than 
as an outcome for the youth.  Therefore, research on the antecedents of good social 
skills needs to be expanded to encompass social skills as a dependent variable.  

 
• More research is needed on societal or cultural antecedents.  There are few quality 

studies that have examined the role that societal or cultural differences play in the 
development of quality social relationships or good social skills.  Research in other 
areas (i.e. academics/cognitive) has demonstrated that the environment in which 
youth live can influence their development (Eccles et al., 1993).  Most of the current 
research on cultural differences, however, has focused on the strategies employed 
within different cultures, as a whole, and not on the processes by which the cultures 
transmit these skills to youth in their communities.   
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• More experimental evaluations of youth programs are needed.   There is a lack of 
experimental evaluations of programs that have targeted increasing the quality of 
social relationships for adolescents.  Cross-sectional and even longitudinal designs 
limit our ability to determine the direction of causation between the variables that 
have been documented as antecedents and quality social relationships or good social 
skills.  It is equally likely that the social relationship or social skill predicts the 
antecedents, as the antecedent predicts the social relationship or skill.  Therefore, the 
conclusions drawn from this paper must be interpreted with an appropriate amount of 
caution.  In-depth research on programs that directly target these skills would benefit 
those interested in successful adolescent development.  Although there have been 
numerous experimental evaluations examining good social skills in adolescence, 
programs aimed at increasing several social skills including intimacy and prosocial 
behaviors have not been evaluated.  Evaluations of programs targeting these skills 
would inform the development of interventions to promote good social skills. 
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS     

 
Parent-Child Relationship 

 

Programs: Mentoring 

Big Brothers Big Sisters 
(BBBS): one-on-one 
mentoring program for youth.  
(t=480, c=479)  
-Treatment sample as a whole 
experienced an increase, 
significant at the .05 level, in  
quality of the parent-child 
relationship.   
-White male participants 
experienced particularly 
significant increases in 
comparison to the white males 
in the control group: 
Parent-child relationship 
quality: 5% 
Reported  level of trust: 7% 

  

 

Individual-level 

Significant degree of respect in 
parent-child relationships. 

Attachment to parents, but 
particularly the father, during 
childhood.  

Discouragement of qualities such 
as anxiety, bullying, or a quick 
temper in the adolescent.  

Limited participation in dating 
and heterosocial relationships.  

Peer-level 

In cases of divorce or single 
parenthood, parental coresidence 
with a partner to whom they are 
married, for whom the adolescent 
has affective feelings, and with 
whom the parent has a positive 
relationship.   

Parental and parent-figure 
employment, particularly in a 
high-quality, satisfying job.   

Parental religiosity.   
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

Parents, especially mothers, who 
offer socioemotional support, 
displays of affection, and 
appropriate power-sharing; who 
share similar interests and 
emotional needs with their child; 
and who employ cooperative 
social skills and problem-solving 
skills.   

Continuously adjusting the 
parent-child relationship to 
accommodate adolescents’ 
changing socio-developmental 
needs (such as more 
responsibility, autonomy, and a 
more peer-like parent-child 
rapport.)  

Authoritative parenting style 
(warm, communicative, 
responsive, firm and consistent 
with discipline).   

Not employing “negative 
parenting” behavior, such as 
spanking ,slapping, or yelling at 
the adolescent.  

Parenting which encourages 
independent problem-solving and 
the acquisition of new and 
challenging social skills.  
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

Family-level  

Parent-child attachment 
beginning early in the child’s life. 

Avoiding parental divorce.  
 
Minimal family arguments, 
stress, and general conflict; 
promotion of love, fun, 
teamwork, and family cohesion.  
 
In the case of divorced or 
separated families, shared child 
custody, or particular attention to 
maintaining the child’s 
relationship with the non-
custodial parent.  
 
Particular attention to parent-
child relationship if there are 
young siblings or adult relatives 
residing with the family.  
 
Neighborhood-level 
 
Living in neighborhoods 
perceived to be of good quality;  
neighborhoods with sufficient 
educational resources.  
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

Programs: Social Skills Training

Adolescent Social Skills 
Effectiveness Training (ASSET): 
social skills training program 
aimed at reducing parent-child 
conflict.   

Iowa Strengthening Families 
Program (ISFP): separate and 
joint social skills training sessions 
over 14 weeks.  

Positive Parenting Project: 
adolescent education on the 
responsibilities and sacrifices 
inherent in parenting.  Discussion 
and perspective-taking on the 
motivations behind participants’ 
parents decisions and demands.  

Training of social skills and 
parent-child communication in 
programs with unrelated goals 
(such as suppression of alcohol 
and tobacco use).  Lessons 
included parent-child partnership 
in homework completion, and the 
development of  parent-child 
communication skills.  

Mentoring relationships between 
the adolescent and an adult 
outside of the family.  
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

 
Sibling Relationships 

 
Programs: Education/ 
Training  for Parents 
 
Training on reprimanding 
siblings during/after conflict. 

  
 
 

 

Individual-level 

 

Specific personality traits: Low 
frequency of upset for both 
siblings, short duration of upset 
and sociability in younger sibling, 
shyness in older sibling are 
associated with more positive 
sibling relationships.  

Relationships with older siblings; 
particular attention to the more 
conflictual relationships between 
siblings of younger ages.    

Relationships between  same-sex 
siblings; particular attention to 
relationships between the more 
conflictual opposite-sex 
relationships.   

Siblings who do not engage in 
heavy drinking or other behaviors 
disruptive to the family.  

Common levels of delinquent or 
non-delinquent behavior.  
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

Family-level 

Non-hostile parents or parenting 
styles.  High levels of parent-
child and inter-parent affect.  
Consistent, non-differential 
parenting of both/all siblings. 

Employed mothers, particularly 
in the case of male siblings.  

Programs: Education/Training 
for Parents 

Positive reinforcement of 
cooperative play; use of time-outs 
in response to fighting.  

Reduction of conflict in the 
family environment through 
modification of  parenting style.  

Grandparent and Other Family 
Member Relationships 

Programs: Education/ 
Training  for Grandparents 
 
Education of grandparents on 
perspectives and experiences 
of other generations in family. 
Encouragement for grand-
parents to become more 
influential in lives of grand-
children.  
 

   

Individual-level 

Same-gender grandparent-grand-
child relationships; particular 
attention to opposite-gender 
relationships.   

Particular attention to boys’ 
relationships with family 
members, as they often have 
fewer family relationships than 
girls do.    
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

Family-level 
 
Active negotiation and 
development of the grandparent- 
grandchild relationships by both 
parties.  
  
In most cases, avoidance of 
parental divorce.  

Positive parent-grandparent 
relationships. 

Particular attention to non-parent 
family member relationships for 
non-African  American youth.  

Programs: Education/Training  
for Grandparents 

Filial/Family Play Therapy 
(FFPT).  Training to create an 
accepting, non-judgmental 
environment in custodial 
grandparent’s home, and to 
become a source of positive 
influence.  

Multimodal Home Based 
Intervention for Custodial Parents 
Program. Provides social work, 
nursing, and legal aid to promote 
psychological stress, improve 
physical and mental health, and 
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

increase the custodial 
grandparent’s level of social 
support and resources.  

NON-FAMILY        
RELATIONSHIPS     

 
Non-Familial Adult 
Relationships 

   
 
 

 

Individual 

Particular attention to boys’ 
development of non-family adult 
relationships, as they often have 
fewer than girls.  

Particular attention to non-familal 
relationships for non-African  
American youth.  
 
Particular attention to 
developmental needs according to 
gender: Optimal teacher-child 
relationships are characterized by 
low levels of conflict and 
dependency for boys, and by 
closeness for girls.  
 
Mentor-like relationships that 
occur naturally between a child 
and an adult in his or her life, 
especially if established at an 
early age.  
 



 83

Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

Family-level 

Close and accepting parent-child 
relationship from early on.  

Neighborhood 

Residence in an area in which 
other adults are accessible.  

Programs: Mentoring  

The adoption or development of 
specific qualities in mentoring 
programs.  These include: regular 
meeting times, reliable 
transportation, comprehensive 
supervision and training, and 
responsive mentoring.  

Peer Relationships: Platonic 
Relationships 

Programs: Social Skills 
Training 

Big Brothers Big Sisters 
(BBBS): one-on-one 
mentoring program.  Male 
minority participants reported 
a 6% increase in emotional 
support from peers. 
(t=480, c=479)  
 

 

   Individual-level 

Particular attention to boys’ 
development of peer 
relationships, as they often have 
fewer and less close relationships 
than girls.  

Low levels of social anxiety.  

Lack of social difficulty or 
isolation in middle childhood. .  

Characteristics of socioemotional 
support, displays of affection, 
appropriate power-sharing, and 
similar emotional needs in the 
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

friendship dyad.  

Having peers that continue in the 
individual child’s class for 
successive academic years.  

Family-level 

Closeness with, and ability to 
depend on, parents.  

A warm, authoritative parenting 
style with responsive discipline.  

Parental involvement in, and time 
spent with, the child and his or 
her peers.  

Parent-child attachment.  

Minimal hostility in the parent-
youth relationship.  

Residing with a biological father; 
not residing with a stepfather.  

Neighborhood 

Residing in areas populated by 
youth near the same age of the 
individual.  

Living in more stable, less 
disadvantaged neighborhoods.  
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

Programs: Anti-violence Training 

The Expect Respect anti-bullying, 
anti-sexual harassment, anti-
gender violence program.  It 
employs a “whole school” 
approach, as well as parent 
involvement, to establish a 
universal understanding of, and 
response to, this kind of violence.  

Peer Relationships: Romantic 
Relationships 

Programs: Social Skills 
Training 
 
Anxiety-reduction through 
desensitization training and/or 
replication skills training.   
 
Programs: Anti-Dating 
Violence  
 
Safe Dates Project: 
Intervention consisted of role-
playing, a poster contest, and 
a curriculum on violence, 
gender stereotyping and 
conflict management.  
Development of victim 
services available in the 
community. (N=1,892) 
 
A month after the end of the 
program, participants in the 

  

Individual-level 

Physical attractiveness.  

Previous exposure to successful 
heterosocial exchanges and 
functional heterosocial 
relationships.  

Family-level 

Communication with parents, 
particularly mothers, about 
romantic relationships.  

Parents who have remained 
married or who otherwise model 
functional romantic relationships. 

Programs: Social Skills Training 

Practice dating, counseling, self-
reinforcement, behavioral 
rehearsal, “heterosexual group 
discussion”, participant modeling, 
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Table 1.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Relationships 

 

Social Relationships What Works 
------------------------------------

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
Non-experimental 

treatment group reported 
committing 60% less violence 
against their romantic partner 
than the those control group. . 

self-observation by videotape, 
desensitization, sensitivity 
training, behavior-skills-training, 
sexual education, and “cognitive 
modification”.  

 

 
Program Symbols ASSET 

BBBS 
FFPT  
ISFP 

Adolescent Social Skills Effectiveness Training 
Big Brothers Big Sisters 
Filial/Family Play Therapy  
Iowa Strengthening Families Program 
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Table 2.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Skills 

 

Relational Skill Areas What Works 
------------------------------- 

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
(Non-experimental) 

INTERPERSONAL SKILLS     

 
Conflict Resolution Skills 

 

Programs 

Linking the Interests of 
Families and Teachers 
(LIFT): intervention involving 
parent training and child-
behavior modification 
program. (t=300, c=300)  
 
Adolescent Transitions 
Program (ATP): program that 
focuses on both improving 
parent management skills and 
developing the adolescent’s 
goals/limit setting ability, peer 
supports, and problem solving 
ability. (t=105, c=38)  
 
Anger Coping Program: a 
program designed to increase 
adolescent perspective taking, 
social problem solving and 
social skills for managing 
conflict situations.  (t=39, 
c=13)  
 
 
 

    

 

Individual-level 

Agreeable disposition.  

Family-level 

Siblings with constructive 
conflict strategies.   

Parents with constructive 
strategies to resolve marital 
conflicts.  

Peer-level 

Peer acceptance.  

Ranking high in classroom social 
hierarchies.  

Programs 

Reciprocal Social Skills training 
for delinquent adolescents and 
their parent(s).  

Adolescent Social Skills 
Effectiveness Training (ASSET).  
Social skills training program 
aimed at reducing parent-child 
conflict.   
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Table 2.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Skills 

 

Relational Skill Areas What Works 
------------------------------- 

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
(Non-experimental) 

Big Brothers/Big Sisters 
(BB/BS): a mentoring 
program (see earlier 
description). 
(t=480, c=479)  
 
Positive Youth Development 
Program: program that used 
stress management, self-
esteem enhancement, problem 
solving, assertiveness training 
and the use of social networks
(t=141, c=141)  
 
12-session anger control 
program providing training in 
problem solving, relaxation, 
and coping strategy. 
(t=15, c=15)  
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Table 2.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Skills 

 

Relational Skill Areas What Works 
------------------------------- 

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
(Non-experimental) 

 
Intimacy Skills 

 
Programs 
Combination of interpersonal 
problem solving skills 
training with groups of peers 
who provide support for 
appropriate behaviors or 
“praise groups”  
(t=19, c=21)  
 
Big Brothers/Big Sisters 
(BB/BS). (see earlier 
description)  

    
 

 

Family-level 

A positive, affective relationship 
with parent.  

Having a sibling close in age.  

Peer-level 

Peer acceptance.  

Programs  
 
ASSET (see earlier description)  

Prosocial Behaviors Programs 

Child Development Project: A 
program targeted at 
improving youth’s prosocial 
orientation through 
cooperative activities, social 
skills practice, and practice 
with helping others.  
(t=2,438, c=2,321)     

Individual-level 

Regulated temperament, 
agreeableness, sociability, 
assertiveness, and  low levels of 
negative emotionality.  

Perception of self as warm, 
considerate and friendly.  

Family-level 

Authoritative parenting style.  

Parent(s) who value prosocial 
behavior.   

School-Level 

Classes designed to promote 
prosocial behaviors.  



 90

Table 2.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Skills 

 

Relational Skill Areas What Works 
------------------------------- 

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
(Non-experimental) 

Warm and supportive interactions 
with teachers.  

Societal-level 

Growing up in a rural community 
or small, non-urban town.  

 

INDIVIDUAL ATTRIBUTES     

 
Self-Control/behavior regulation 

 

Programs 

BB/BS: mentoring (see earlier 
description)  
 
The Bicultural Competence 
Skills Program (BCSP) is a 
program that promotes 
competence and positive 
identity in the bicultural 
adolescent through skills 
training.  (N=137)  
 
Cognitive/behavioral training 
program that provides skills 
training to promote 
competence. (t=15, c=15)  
 
Social relations intervention 
program that addresses social 
problem solving, positive-

    

 

Individual-level 

Non-verbal intelligence and 
academic success.  

A combination of medication and 
behavioral treatments for youth 
with a  hormonal imbalance or 
other health-related behavior 
problems.  

Family-level 

Authoritative parenting style.  

Absence or a minimum of 
corporal punishment and conflict 
in the parent-child relationship.  

Peer-level 

Peer acceptance.  



 91

Table 2.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Skills 

 

Relational Skill Areas What Works 
------------------------------- 

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
(Non-experimental) 

play training, group entry skill 
training, and dealing with 
negative feelings. 
(t=26, c=26)  
 
LIFT (see earlier description) 
 
Project Northland: Program 
that use youth skill and parent 
competence training.  
(t=1450, c=1450)  

 

Friendships with non-delinquent 
peers.  

Neighborhood/Community 

Adaptive neighborhood dynamics 
such as residential stability, 
structural advantage, and low 
concentration of recent 
immigrants.  

 

Social Confidence: Social 
Assertiveness, Social Self-
Efficacy, and Social Initiative. 

Programs 

LIFT program (see earlier 
description)  
 
Say it Straight (SIS):  Social 
skills training.   
(t=1564, c=1295)   
 
Structured Learning Training 
(SLT): Social reinforcement/ 
behavioral modeling program 
aimed at fostering assertion 
skills. (t=45, c=45)  
 
Bicultural Competence Skills 
Program: A program that 
provides skills training to 
promote competence and 
positive identity.  Participants  

   

Individual-level 

Development of self-esteem, 
rehabilitation of certain 
manifestations of low self-
esteem.  

Minimal aggression and 
antisociality in behavior.   

Family-level 

High quality relationships and a 
high level of social support from 
parents and/or siblings.  

Peer-level 

Peer acceptance and peer support. 

Friend with high social status.  
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Table 2.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Skills 

 

Relational Skill Areas What Works 
------------------------------- 

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
(Non-experimental) 

were rated higher on 
assertiveness than control 
group youth.   
 
Project Northland (see earlier 
description)  
 
 
 

 

Participation in school-related 
activities.  

Interpersonal peer interaction.  

Neighborhood/Community 

Frequent contact with community 
members, neighbors, and church 
leaders.  

 

Empathy/Sympathy Individual-level 

Healthy ego development,  
especially for special 
populations, such as 
aggressive teens.   

 

Programs 

Cognitive/Affective Empathy 
Training (CAET ): a 
progressive training program 
aimed at improving 
adolescent empathetic 
response. (t=12, c=12)  
 
 
 
 
  

  

Individual-level 

Religiosity.   

The development of certain 
characteristics, such as social 
cooperativeness, communicative 
responsiveness, and the ability to 
regulate one’s emotions.  

Minimal egocentrism and 
aggression.   

Family-level 

A cohesive, supportive family.   

Parents who express sympathy 
for others.  

The presence of an older sibling. 
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Table 2.  Review of the the Research Literature and Implications for Targeted Activities  
to Improve Adolescent Social Skills 

 

Relational Skill Areas What Works 
------------------------------- 

What Doesn't Work 
-----------Experimental------------ 

Mixed Reviews 
-------------------------------

"Best Bets" 
(Non-experimental) 

 
Communication Skills  
Training (CST): training 
program consisting of 
structured lesson plans as well 
as behavioral modeling 
techniques. 
(t=22, c=21)  
 
 

Parental engagement in logical 
reasoning.   

Peer-level 

Quantity of interaction with 
friends.  

Quantity of social interaction 
with opposite sex.  

Positive relationships with peers; 
protection from or avoidance of 
bullying and alienation.   

 
Program Symbols ASSET 

LIFT 
BBBS 
SIS 
SLT 
BCSP 
CAET 
CST 

Adolescent Social Skills Effectiveness Training 
Linking the Interests of Families and Teachers 
Big Brothers Big Sisters 
Say it Straight 
Structured Learning Training 
Bicultural Competence Skills Program 
Cognitive/Affective Empathy Training 
Communication Skills Training 
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