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INTRODUCTION

Behavioral autonomy, or the ability to make decisions independently, is
one of the most significant developmental tasks of adolescence. Previous
research on behavioral autonomy has been limited in several ways. First, while it
is important for adolescents to gain more behavioral autonomy from parents and
to make decisions for themselves, total unilateral adolescent decision-making is
associated with lower academic competence, higher levels of deviant behavior,
and increased susceptibility to antisocial peer pressure (Dornbusch et af., 1985,
1987; Steinberg, 1987). Also, what constitutes healthy family decision-making at
different ages remains unclear. Second, while several research programs have
increased our knowledge of how adolescent autonomy influences psychosocial
competence, ego development, and identity development, few studies have
focused on the family processes that facilitate autcnomy development. Finally,
previous research on autonomy has aimost exclusively focused on White middle-
class families and there has been little research on ethnic minority children and

their families.
AIMS OF THE PRESENT STUDY
1) to determine what is healthy behavioral autonomy for middle-ciass African
American early and middle adolescents

2) to identify the family process antecedents of healthy behavioral autonomy
HYPOTHESES

1) unilateral adolescent decision-making would be associated with negative

developmental outcomes at both early and middie adolescence



2) greater maternal education, greater parental monitering, greater teen
satisfaction with their level of family decision-making and more family rules

would predict healthier behavioral autonomy.

PARTICIPANTS

n (mother-adolescent 93
dyads)

83

Adolescent age M=13.14; SD=1.29 M=15.05; SD=1.28
{yrs.)

LG GICELELI A CH LIS 47 males; 46 females : 41 males; 42 females -

Family Income 42%=%$25,000-50,000; 48%=$50,000+

Mom Education M=14.88: SD=2.27
(yrs.)

% Intact Families 53%

Sample from the University of Rochester Youth and Family Project, a 2-year I
longitudinal study of African-American adolescents and their families.
(Smetana, 2000; Smetana & Gaines, 1999)

MEASURES

Adolescent Behavioral Autonomy. Adolescents and mothers rated 8 personal

and multifaceted items (see Smetana, 2000}, Based on Dornbusch et al. (1985)
respondents rated whether:

1) child decides this without discussing it with parents;

2) child makes the final decision after discussing i with parents;

3) parents and child make the decision together;

4) parents make the final decision after discussing it with child;



5) parents decide this without discussing it with child.

School Performance. Parent report of current G.P.A.

Problem Behavior. 19 items drawn from the Problem Behavior Survey (Mason,

Cauce, Gonzales, & Hiraga, 1996}. ltems were rated on a scale ranging from 1
(never happens) to 7 (happens often).

Extent of family rules. Adolescents and mothers rated each of the 8 personal

and multifaceted items on a 3-point scale ranging from 1 (not okay) to 3(okay).

Satisfaction with autonomy. Adolescents rated their satisfaction with their ievel of

autonomy/decision-making over each of the 9 personal/multifaceted items on a
5-point Likert scale from 1 (want a lot less control) to 5(want a lot more control).
The scores were re-coded so that 1 indicated low satisfaction and 3 indicated
greater satisfaction.

Parental Monitoring. Mothers and adolescents reported on four items (Smetana

& Daddis, 2002) drawn from Dornbusch et al.’'s (1985) 10-item Monitoring Scale.
Responses were scored on a 5-point Likert scale with higher scores indicating
greater personal monitoring.

Summary
Hypothesis 1:

Unitateral adolescent decision-making was associated with negative
developmental cutcomes (lower G.P.A. and higher problem behavior). At Time 1
the association was marginally significant while at Time 2 the relationship was
moderately significant. Based on the correlations the following re-coding of the

scores occurred:



Scores TIME 1 TIME 2
185 Least Healthy Least Healthy
2&3 Healthy Most Healthy
4 Most Healthy Healthy
Hypothesis 2:

Family rules over personal and multifaceted issues was found to

significantly predict healthy behavioral autonomy at both ages.

1) There is a developmental shift in what is "healthy” behavioral autonomy from

early to middle adolescence in African-American families, indicating that less

DISCUSSION

parental involvement is healthy with increasing age. As expected, total

adolescent unilateral decision-making was shown to be related to poorer

academic performance and greater levels of problem behavior.

2) During both early and middle adolescence, the extent to which African-

American families have rules over personal and multifaceted issues appears
to influence the development of healthy behavioral autonomy. It may be that

rules structure the context in which the adclescent can make decisions and

therefore allow adolescent input without leaving them completely on their

own.




REFERENCES

Dornbusch, S.M., Carlsmith, J.M., Bushwall, S.J., Ritter, P.L.. Leiderman,
H.. Hastorf, A H., & Gross, R.T. (1985). Single-parents, extended households,

and control of adolescents. Child Development, 56, 326-341.

Mason, C.A., Cauce, AN, Gonzales, N., & Hiraga, Y. (1996). Neither too
sweet nor too sour: Problem peers, maternal control, and problem behavior in

African American adolescents. Child Development, 67, 2115-2130.

Smetana, J.G. {2000). Middle-class African American adolescents’ and
parents’ conceptions of parental authority and parenting practices: A longitudinal

investigation. Child Development, 71, 1672-1686.

Smetana, J.G. & Daddis, C. (2002). Domain-specific antecedents of
parental psychological control and monitoring: The role of parenting beliefs and

practices. Child Development, 73, 563-580.

Smetana, J. G. & Gaines, C. (1999). Adolescent-parent conflict in middie-

class African American families. Child Development, 70, 1447-1463,

Steinberg, L. (1987). Single-parents, stepparents, and the susceptibility of

adolescents to antisocial peer pressure. Child Development, 58, 269-275.




10" »d ., ‘5o =d, ‘0L >d + 310N

0 10~ LT 6L~ Aluoyueled (g

- L .£2- m7A Ansow jusied (¥

WA 6l Ll L0 Aputof wop g usa | (¢

N 61 61~ g8l Apsow usaj (g

b€ LT £2 AT Aiuo usaj (L
I0IABYDY WS[Gold  VdO JOIABLRG WRqold  VdD buney

¢ sl

| swil

Awiouolny [elolAeyag . AUIEaH,, JO (suolie[alio)] sasAjeuy Aieulunaid



10>d ,, 'G0'>d , 910N

001 PP e 0S'Zh Buuojuol
££2 001 €9° G872 somny
PO «22- 001 05 I¥¢C Awouojny/m uonorjsies
L2 9P £L- 001 S 1871 Auiouoiny |ejoineyeg AyyesH
Z auli{
0oL - - - 9g'c Z0'EY Bupionuopy
«£€ 001 19" LO'E 89Ny
BT SL- 00°L 66 BZZ ALIOUOINY /M UOIIOBJSIIES
LU «9€ S0 001 Ze 161 Awouoiny |eioiaeysg AyjesH
RE=THINE
UOW 9Ny 1S Ny as W 9|qeleA

SUOIB[2I0D

{E€g=U) ¢ 8Wi| pue (¢6=U) | owWi] 10} SUONE[S1I0)) pUe SUCHEIAS( PJEPUE]S 'SUBDIN



107 >d 4y DION

el Iy 00’ JOIUOIN
>0 90 4 S
0T 9y s AUIOUOINY /M UOLIIR]STIES

«xSTY 8L 7 doig
s0 10 10° uonBINpg WO
130 oW €0~ 28y 1u20S2[0pY
0 0 i) I2pU2I) UDIS2[OPY

e [ | dng
Vi | J S d A[QPLIBA

L

"ALIOUOITY, [CIOTAVYOg AN} | Wl JO SIUDpIdAIUY



[0 >t 4y DION

e [0} 0 JONUCN
xx ¥ 60° 125 SImy
20~ I 0 - Awouony /s uonodefsyeg

*+99°9 0¢ z daig
174 i} 10 uonednp:| Wow
0~ PO {4 a3y Juadsojopy
s i o IDPUDC) JUISALOPY

A oy [ Qouw
vi oA d EN d dqeLEA

"AWOU0INY [RIOTARGDY AYI[ED[] ¢ oWl JO STUSPIINUY



