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This study examined mother–adolescent conflict as a mediator of longitudinal reciprocal relations
between adolescent aggression and depressive symptoms and maternal psychological control. Motivated
by family systems theory and the transactions that occur between individual and dyadic levels of the
family system, we examined the connections among these variables during a developmental period when
children and parents experience significant psychosocial changes. Three years of self-report data were
collected from 168 mother–adolescent dyads, beginning when the adolescents (55.4% girls) were in 6th
grade. Models were tested using longitudinal path analysis. Results indicated that the connection between
adolescent aggression (and depressive symptoms) and maternal psychological control was best characterized as adolescent-driven, indirect, and mediated by mother–adolescent conflict; there were no
indications of parent-driven indirect effects. That is, prior adolescent aggression and depressive symptoms were associated with increased conflict. In turn, conflict was associated with increased psychological control. Within our mediation models, reciprocal direct effects between both problem behaviors and
conflict and between conflict and psychological control were also found. Additionally, exploratory
analyses regarding the role of adolescent gender as a moderator of variable relations were conducted.
These analyses revealed no gender-related patterns of moderation, whether moderated mediation or
specific path tests for moderation were considered. This study corroborates prior research finding support
for child effects on parenting behaviors during early adolescence.
Keywords: psychological control, aggression, depressive symptoms, mother–adolescent conflict, longitudinal

ened the consideration of predictors of psychological control to
include factors beyond the intrapsychic vulnerabilities of parents,
such as environmental pressures and child characteristics (e.g.,
Barber, 1996; Grolnick, 2003; see also Soenens & Vansteenkiste,
2010).
As part of the consideration of multiple determinants of psychological control, reciprocal connections between psychological
control and adolescent problem behaviors have been posited (e.g.,
Barber, Stolz, & Olsen, 2005). According to this perspective, while
adolescents may respond to intrusive parenting with dysregulation
of affect and behavior, parents may respond to such maladjustment
with intrusive control (e.g., Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss,
2001). Thus, while the effects of psychological control on adolescents have been consistently acknowledged and remain a focus in
the literature, more recent longitudinal efforts reveal that adolescent characteristics contribute to psychological control as well
(e.g., Albrecht, Galambos, & Jansson, 2007; Barber et al., 2005;
Loukas, 2009; Rogers, Buchanan, & Winchell, 2003; Soenens,
Luyckx, Vansteenkiste, Duriez, & Goossens, 2008).
The consideration of adolescent influences on parental psychological control derives from developmental theory positing that
children actively influence parental behavior (e.g., Belsky, 1984;
Kuczynski & Parkin, 2007; Scarr & McCartney, 1983). The examination of adolescent-driven effects is also consistent with conceptual models of family transformation during adolescence. According to such perspectives, adolescents are described as catalysts
for change in parent– child relations (Kidwell, Fischer, Dunham, &
Baranowski, 1983). For example, early adolescents appear to gain

Parental psychological control, defined as exerting intrusive and
covert control through means such as love withdrawal, guilt induction, and instilling anxiety, has been consistently associated
with externalizing and internalizing problems among children and
adolescents (for review, see Barber, 2002). Psychological control
is theorized to exert its destructive effects by undermining adolescents’ ability to function autonomously (Barber & Harmon, 2002).
More broadly, psychological control can be framed as parenting
that hampers the development of adolescent self-regulation of
behavior and affect. Foundational theories of psychological control
conceptualized this dimension of parenting as parent-driven and
stimulated, in large part, by parental psychological disturbances
and associated unwillingness to accept child individuation (Barber,
2002; Schaefer, 1965). Contemporary perspectives have broad-
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influence during family interactions, as parents yield more to their
adolescents’ increasing assertions (for review, see Silverberg, Tennenbaum, & Jacob, 1992). Most relevant to the present study, such
changes in parent–adolescent interactions may contribute to a
context in which there are heightened adolescent effects on parents
(Lytton, 1990; Scarr & McCartney, 1983). Therefore, adolescent
behavior may begin to have a stronger influence on parenting
practices within the family.
Based on theory specifying both parent and adolescent contributions to parenting, several longitudinal studies have found reciprocal relations between psychological control and adolescent
problem behaviors in externalizing and internalizing domains (e.g.,
Barber et al., 2005; Rogers et al., 2003; Soenens et al., 2008). For
instance, Soenens et al. (2008) found that psychological control
and adolescent depressive symptoms were reciprocally related
over two of three time points in a sample of mid and late adolescents. Most relevant to the present study, maternal psychological
control predicted increased adolescent depressive symptoms,
whereas adolescent depressive symptoms predicted increased maternal psychological control. Barber et al. (2005) found similar
reciprocal relations between psychological control and antisocial
behavior and depressive symptoms in a longitudinal study of
young adolescents. More specifically, maternal psychological control predicted adolescent antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms from Year 1 to Year 2, whereas adolescent antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms predicted maternal psychological
control from Year 2 to Year 3.
Contrary to theory specifying reciprocal effects, at least two
prior studies investigating relations between psychological control
and adolescent behavior have found support only for an adolescent
direction of effects (e.g., Albrecht et al., 2007; Loukas, 2009). For
instance, Albrecht et al. (2007) found that adolescents’ prior physical aggression and internalizing problems predicted increases in
maternal psychological control 2 years later; however, prior psychological control did not predict subsequent aggression or internalizing. Similarly, Loukas (2009) found that adolescent depressive symptoms predicted increased maternal psychological control
1 year later, while prior psychological control did not predict
subsequent depressive symptoms. Such results are in accordance
with the viewpoint that young adolescents may have particularly
strong effects on the parenting that they receive (e.g., Lytton,
1990; Scarr & McCartney, 1983). However, both Albrecht et al.
and Loukas considered only adolescent reports of parenting and
problem behaviors and also assessed relations over only two time
points. It is possible that both parent and adolescent effects might
be detected if parent reports were also considered and if relations
were assessed over longer periods of time.
The current study extends the literature by utilizing both mother
and adolescent reports and by assessing model relations over three
time points. Consistent with prior research focused on associations
between psychological control and adolescent internalizing and
externalizing behaviors (e.g., Albrecht et al., 2007; Barber, 1996;
Barber et al., 2005), we measured adolescent aggression and
depressive symptoms in separate models. Although we expected
both problem behaviors to operate similarly, separate analyses of
aggression and depressive symptoms, rather than analysis of a
problem behavior composite, permitted better interpretation of
model relations. Additionally, to our knowledge, no prior studies
have examined process-oriented models, focusing instead on direct
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relations between psychological control and adolescent externalizing and internalizing behaviors (e.g., Albrecht et al., 2007; Barber, 1996; Barber et al., 2005; Conger, Conger, & Scaramella,
1997; Loukas, 2009; Rogers et al., 2003; Soenens et al., 2008;
Wang, Pomerantz, & Chen, 2007). Although direct effects are
reasonable, it is possible that the reciprocal relations between
psychological control and adolescent problem behaviors are mediated by other individual or dyadic variables. In particular, we
contend that mother–adolescent conflict may mediate connections
between psychological control and adolescent externalizing and
internalizing behaviors.
Our decision to specify mother–adolescent conflict as a mediator was motivated by family systems theory (e.g., Cox & Paley,
1997), and in particular conceptual descriptions of transactions
between individual and dyadic levels of the family system (e.g.,
Kuczynski & Parkin, 2007). According to this perspective, problems in one family subsystem, such as problems in parenting, are
likely to diminish family members’ individual functioning (Kuczynski & Parkin, 2007). At the same time, individual members’
problems are likely to affect dyadic relations, including the occurrence and expression of conflict (e.g., Patterson, 1982). Although
is it somewhat difficult to express systems transactions in the
linear models afforded by mediation analyses, dyadic properties
such as conflict often are posited as mechanisms by which functioning in one family subsystem affects functioning in another
(e.g., Patterson, 1982). Consistent with this well-established conceptual viewpoint, we hypothesized that mother–adolescent conflict would function as a mediating mechanism, accounting for
relations over time between psychological control and adolescent
aggression and depressive symptoms.
In further support of our mediation hypothesis, several crosssectional studies have revealed a positive correlation between
mother–adolescent conflict and maternal psychological control
(Forehand & Nousiainen, 1993; Sturge-Apple, Gondoli, Bonds, &
Salem, 2003; Yau & Smetana, 1996). In one interpretation of this
relation, psychological control might foster parent–adolescent conflict. Parental intrusive and coercive behaviors are inappropriate at
any age but may be especially pernicious at the transition to
adolescence, when children are attempting to gain autonomy and
progress toward independence (Barber, 1996; Silverberg & Gondoli, 1996). Therefore, intrusive and coercive parental control is
likely to provoke adolescent resistance and associated parent–
adolescent conflict (Smetana & Gaines, 1999; Sturge-Apple et al.,
2003; Yau & Smetana, 1996). Alternatively, parent–adolescent
conflict might lead to greater parental psychological control.
Mothers are more likely to use psychological control when
stressed by parenting difficulties, including difficulties caused by
aversive parent– child interactions (e.g., Gondoli & Silverberg,
1997; Grolnick, 2003). Thus, mother–adolescent conflict may provoke a mother to use psychological control, in an effort to dampen
conflict and manage her adolescent’s behavior (Loukas, 2009;
Rogers et al., 2003). Of course, it is possible that both directions of
effects may occur; that is, reciprocal connections may exist between psychological control and conflict, a possibility that we
examine in the present study.
In addition to being associated with greater parental psychological control, parent–adolescent conflict is also positively correlated
with adolescent externalizing and internalizing problems (e.g.,
Greenberger & Chen, 1996; Vandewater & Lansford, 2005). In

STEEGER AND GONDOLI

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

806

interpreting these relations, it is possible that conflict may lead to
adolescent problem behaviors. Conflict may set the stage for
aggressive behaviors and may also result in depressed feelings
(Patterson, 1982; Vandewater & Lansford, 2005). Alternatively,
adolescent externalizing and internalizing problems may foster
greater parent–adolescent conflict. In support of this adolescentdriven perspective, Gerard, Krishnakumar, and Buehler (2006)
examined the associations among marital conflict, parent–youth
conflict, and youth problem behaviors over a 5-year period, beginning when the preadolescents were 5–11 years old. Most relevant to the present study, preadolescents’ prior externalizing behaviors at Time 1 predicted subsequent mother–adolescent conflict
at Time 2. Adolescents who exhibit depressive symptoms also
elicit distressed reactions from their mothers (Sheeber & Sorensen,
1998), and it is reasonable to suggest that parent–adolescent conflict may result from parents’ responses to depressed adolescents’
negative affect and difficult behavior (see also Lindahl & Markman, 1990). Again, reciprocal connections may occur between
dimensions of adolescent problem behaviors and parent–
adolescent conflict, potential relations that we examine with our
longitudinal data.

Adolescent Gender as a Moderator
We also examined adolescent gender as a potential moderator of
the longitudinal associations within our models. Some evidence
suggests that parent–adolescent relationship quality is more
strongly associated with girls’ than with boys’ well-being (Leadbeater, Kuperminc, Blatt, & Hertzog, 1999), and it has also been
suggested that parents might be more negatively affected by girls’
externalizing problems because such behavior is more aberrant for
girls than for boys (see Pettit et al., 2001). Therefore, it is possible
that stronger relations among psychological control, conflict, and
problem behaviors might be found for girls than for boys. To date,
however, the evidence regarding gender as a moderator of such
relations has been mixed, sometimes even within the same study.
For instance, Conger et al. (1997) detected stronger relations
between psychological control and adolescent adjustment among
girls than boys when contemporaneous associations were examined. When longitudinal patterns of relations were examined,
however, boys were more affected by psychological control than
were girls. Soenens et al. (2008) also reported that prior maternal
psychological control predicted adolescent boys’ but not girls’
depression over time. In contrast, Pettit et al. (2001) reported that
prior maternal psychological control was more highly associated
with girls’ than with boys’ subsequent internalizing problems and
delinquency. Furthermore, other notable longitudinal studies have
found no adolescent gender differences in the patterns of relations
between psychological control and internalizing or externalizing
problems (Barber, 1996; Barber et al., 2005; Gerard et al., 2006;
Loukas, 2009).
In sum, the evidence regarding adolescent gender as a moderator
is inconsistent. However, explorations of gender effects occur
relatively frequently in the literature, and we were requested during the review process to examine the potential moderating role of
adolescent gender in our data. Given that our primary interest was
to test reciprocal indirect effects, we examined whether the mediation paths in our models were moderated by adolescent gender.
More specifically, we tested whether mother–adolescent conflict

served as a mediator of reciprocal relations between adolescent
problem behaviors and maternal psychological control only (or
more strongly) for male or female adolescents.

Aims of the Present Study
Although emerging research suggests that adolescent externalizing and internalizing problems and parental psychological control are reciprocally related (e.g., Barber et al., 2005; Soenens et
al., 2008), additional research that considers both adolescent and
parent reports and multiple time periods is warranted. In addition,
variables that may mediate such reciprocal connections have not
been considered. Consistent with family systems theory and conceptual models of family relations during adolescence, we hypothesized that mother–adolescent conflict would mediate the longitudinal, reciprocal connections between adolescent problems and
maternal psychological control. Both directions of indirect effects,
relatively adolescent-driven and relatively mother-driven, were
examined simultaneously in longitudinal models.

Method
Participants
Data were collected annually from 168 mother–adolescent dyads as the adolescents completed sixth through eighth grade. At the
sixth grade assessment, the adolescents (75 boys, 93 girls) were
between the ages of 11 and 13 (M ⫽ 11.66, SD ⫽ 0.51). Most
identified themselves as European American (95.8%); fewer identified themselves as African American (1.8%), Latina/o (1.2%),
Asian American (0.6%), or multiethnic (0.6%). Of the mothers
participating in the current study, 90.4% indicated that they were
married and living with their spouse, 7.2% were divorced, and
2.4% were separated. Mothers reported having an average of 2.5
children in their families (SD ⫽ 0.96). The mothers were generally
well-educated and middle-class: Mothers had completed, on average, 2.5 years of education after receiving their high school diplomas, 79% worked full- or part-time outside the home, and the
annual household income per family ranged from U.S.$8,892 to
U.S.$450,000 with a mean annual income of U.S.$86,348 (SD ⫽
U.S.$64,666).
The present data were collected as part of a larger study focusing on mother and child outcomes during the transition to adolescence. The recruitment and procedures of this 5-year longitudinal
study have been described previously (Grundy, Gondoli, &
Blodgett-Salafia, 2010). Briefly, initial contact letters were distributed to fourth grade students through primary schools in a
medium-sized, Midwestern city. The letter briefly described the
study and instructed mothers of fourth graders to call the research
office if they were interested in participating. To control for prior
parenting experience, mother– child dyads were eligible if the
fourth grader was the oldest child in the family. In addition, dyads
were eligible if the mother was either currently married to the
child’s father and had never been divorced or was currently divorced. Remarried families were not enrolled because they reflected varied patterns of marital transitions and co-residence of
older and younger children.
One hundred eighty-one (91%) of the eligible dyads completed
the study during the initial fourth grade assessments. After attri-
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tion, 168 dyads’ data were available for analysis in the present
study. These dyads included 159 with complete data and nine with
random missing data that were estimated; dyads with missing data
participated in at least one assessment during sixth to eighth grade.
These particular grades were selected for the present analyses for
both conceptual and pragmatic reasons. First, these grades are
similar to those included by prior studies illustrating reciprocal
connections between adolescent problem behaviors and parenting
(e.g., Barber et al., 2005; Rogers et al., 2003). In addition, all
model variables were available during the sixth– eighth grade
assessments. According to t test, analysis of variance, and chisquare procedures, the 168 mother–adolescent dyads included in
the present analyses did not differ on any of the Time 1 demographic variables from the 13 dyads who had completed Year 1 of
the larger study but were not included the present analyses.

Procedure
Each year, mothers and their children visited a university research laboratory for 2 hr to separately and independently complete questionnaire packets. As compensation, each dyad was paid
U.S.$50 at the sixth grade assessment, with an increase in this rate
by U.S.$10 for each subsequent year; by the eighth grade assessment, each dyad received U.S.$70.

Measures
All measures used in this study were derived from questionnaires administered in identical forms when the adolescents were
in sixth– eighth grade.
Adolescent aggression. Adolescents’ reports of their aggressive behaviors were assessed with the Aggression subscale of the
Youth Self-Report for Ages 11–18 (YSR/11–18; Achenbach,
1991b). Maternal perceptions of their adolescents’ aggressive behaviors were measured with parallel items of the Aggression
subscale of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach,
1991a). The YSR and CBCL Aggression subscales consist of 20
items that assess overt and covert aggression, including behaviors
such as jealousy and stubbornness. Items were rated on a 3-point
scale ranging from 0 (not true) to 2 (very true or often true), with
higher scores indicating greater aggressive behavior. Sample items
included “I argue a lot” and “My child has a hot temper.” Across
the 3 years of data collection, internal reliability, as measured by
Cronbach’s alpha, ranged from .82 to .84 for adolescent reports
and .85 to .88 for maternal reports.
Adolescent depressive symptoms. Adolescent and maternal
reports of adolescent depressive symptoms were assessed using
corresponding child and parent versions of the Child Depression
Inventory (CDI; Cole, Gondoli, & Peeke, 1998; Kovacs, 1985).
For the present study, the original 27-item scale was reduced to 26
items due to the elimination of a controversial suicide item. Adolescents and mothers were asked to select a statement that best
described themselves or their adolescent from three sentences
listed in order of increasing severity (scored from 0 to 2), with
higher scores indicating greater depressive symptoms. For example, the statement choices from one adolescent item were “I am sad
once in a while,” “I am sad many times,” “I am sad all the time.”
Across the 3 years of data collection, Cronbach’s alpha ranged
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from .81 to .84 for adolescent reports and .77 to .83 for maternal
reports.
Mother– child conflict. Negative mother–adolescent conflict
behavior was assessed by the Dyadic Behavior subscale of the
Conflict Behavior Questionnaire (CBQ; Robin & Foster, 1989;
Sturge-Apple et al., 2003). Adolescents and mothers completed
parallel versions of the subscale; responses were on a 4-point scale
ranging from 1 (really false) to 4 (really true). Higher scores
indicated greater negative conflict behavior. Sample items included “My mom and I have big arguments about little things” and
“My child and I speak to each other only when we have to.” Across
the 3 years of data collection, Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .90 to
.92 for adolescent reports and .89 to .91 for maternal reports.
Maternal psychological control.
Maternal psychological
control was measured with parallel versions of the Psychological
Control Scale—Youth Self-Report (PCS–YSR; Barber, 1996), an
eight-item scale that assessed maternal psychological controlling
behaviors such as love withdrawal, invalidation of feelings, constraining verbal expression, and personal verbal attack. Adolescents’ and mothers’ reports of maternal psychological control were
assessed with parallel items on a 5-point scale ranging from 0
(never) to 5 (always), and items were scored such that higher
scores indicated greater psychological control. Sample items included “My mom is always trying to change how I think or feel
about things” and “My mom will avoid looking at me when I have
disappointed her.” Across the 3 years of data collection, Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .81 to .85 for adolescent reports and .76
to .78 for maternal reports.

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Means, standard deviations, and correlations are displayed in
Table 1. Correlations among the variables were statistically significant and in the expected directions. In addition, mothers’ and
adolescents’ reports on the study variables were significantly correlated with the exception of psychological control in seventh and
eighth grades (see Table 1). We also correlated adolescent gender
with all study variables and examined mean differences on the
variables by adolescent gender. Results of these exploratory analyses revealed that gender was uncorrelated with all study variables,
for both adolescent reports (rs ranged from –.01 to .09, ps ⬎ .05)
and maternal reports (rs ranged from –.02 to –.13, ps ⬎ .05).
Furthermore, t tests indicated no gender mean differences in any
variables for adolescent reports (ps ⬎ .05) or maternal reports
(ps ⬎ .05).

Plan of Model Testing
Longitudinal path analysis was used to examine relations among
adolescent aggression or depressive symptoms, mother–adolescent
conflict, and maternal psychological control. Adolescent- and
mother-driven indirect effects were examined simultaneously in
each model. Thus, adolescent aggression or depressive symptoms
predicted conflict, which, in turn, predicted maternal psychological
control, while psychological control predicted conflict, which, in
turn, predicted aggression or depressive symptoms. To provide
cross-informant replication, models were estimated first with ad-
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations of Study Variables (N ⫽ 168)
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Variable
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

Adol. aggression in 6th grade
Adol. aggression in 7th grade
Adol. aggression in 8th grade
Adol. depress. sympt. in 6th grade
Adol. depress. sympt. in 7th grade
Adol. depress. sympt. in 8th grade
Mother–adol. conflict in 6th grade
Mother–adol. conflict in 7th grade
Mother–adol. conflict in 8th grade
Mother psych. control in 6th grade
Mother psych. control in 7th grade
Mother psych. control in 8th grade

Adolescents
M
SD
Mothers
M
SD

1

2
ⴱⴱ

.40
.75ⴱⴱ
.69ⴱⴱ
.51ⴱⴱ
.44ⴱⴱ
.44ⴱⴱ
.53ⴱⴱ
.52ⴱⴱ
.55ⴱⴱ
.38ⴱⴱ
.39ⴱⴱ
.40ⴱⴱ

3
ⴱⴱ

.68
.36ⴱⴱ
.80ⴱⴱ
.43ⴱⴱ
.49ⴱⴱ
.45ⴱⴱ
.51ⴱⴱ
.68ⴱⴱ
.62ⴱⴱ
.37ⴱⴱ
.44ⴱⴱ
.43ⴱⴱ

4
ⴱⴱ

5
ⴱⴱ

.55
.70ⴱⴱ
.36ⴱⴱ
.41ⴱⴱ
.48ⴱⴱ
.45ⴱⴱ
.43ⴱⴱ
.54ⴱⴱ
.61ⴱⴱ
.36ⴱⴱ
.34ⴱⴱ
.45ⴱⴱ

.50
.34ⴱⴱ
.33ⴱⴱ
.33ⴱⴱ
.77ⴱⴱ
.69ⴱⴱ
.41ⴱⴱ
.41ⴱⴱ
.35ⴱⴱ
.25ⴱⴱ
.27ⴱⴱ
.21ⴱⴱ

6
ⴱⴱ

.35
.53ⴱⴱ
.41ⴱⴱ
.60ⴱⴱ
.36ⴱⴱ
.70ⴱⴱ
.38ⴱⴱ
.46ⴱⴱ
.40ⴱⴱ
.33ⴱⴱ
.31ⴱⴱ
.20ⴱ

7
ⴱⴱ

.36
.45ⴱⴱ
.56ⴱⴱ
.56ⴱⴱ
.73ⴱⴱ
.31ⴱⴱ
.39ⴱⴱ
.35ⴱⴱ
.41ⴱⴱ
.21ⴱⴱ
.18ⴱ
.16ⴱ

8
ⴱⴱ

.51
.44ⴱⴱ
.34ⴱⴱ
.44ⴱⴱ
.45ⴱⴱ
.42ⴱⴱ
.41ⴱⴱ
.67ⴱⴱ
.69ⴱⴱ
.42ⴱⴱ
.40ⴱⴱ
.45ⴱⴱ

9
ⴱⴱ

.48
.54ⴱⴱ
.38ⴱⴱ
.43ⴱⴱ
.47ⴱⴱ
.43ⴱⴱ
.73ⴱⴱ
.41ⴱⴱ
.74ⴱⴱ
.46ⴱⴱ
.52ⴱⴱ
.45ⴱ

10
ⴱⴱ

.37
.42ⴱⴱ
.39ⴱⴱ
.43ⴱⴱ
.39ⴱⴱ
.48ⴱⴱ
.59ⴱⴱ
.73ⴱⴱ
.33ⴱⴱ
.40ⴱⴱ
.39ⴱⴱ
.45ⴱⴱ

11
ⴱⴱ

.38
.35ⴱⴱ
.30ⴱⴱ
.34ⴱⴱ
.34ⴱⴱ
.29ⴱⴱ
.72ⴱⴱ
.54ⴱⴱ
.46ⴱⴱ
.19ⴱ
.69ⴱⴱ
.61ⴱⴱ

12
ⴱⴱ

.34
.40ⴱⴱ
.24ⴱⴱ
.26ⴱⴱ
.35ⴱⴱ
.28ⴱⴱ
.58ⴱⴱ
.67ⴱⴱ
.54ⴱⴱ
.70ⴱⴱ
.13
.64ⴱⴱ

.30ⴱⴱ
.36ⴱⴱ
.36ⴱⴱ
.38ⴱⴱ
.37ⴱⴱ
.43ⴱⴱ
.56ⴱⴱ
.59ⴱⴱ
.70ⴱⴱ
.64ⴱⴱ
.68ⴱⴱ
.13

7.14
4.46

7.93
4.73

8.26
5.10

3.66
4.00

3.96
4.39

4.72
4.72

33.70
8.58

35.20
9.63

34.65
8.46

5.05
4.19

6.20
4.96

5.99
4.79

6.56
4.99

6.34
5.59

5.83
4.96

4.01
4.34

4.11
4.15

3.64
3.79

35.32
8.55

35.20
8.23

35.07
7.87

7.46
3.20

7.41
3.14

7.66
3.24

Note. Adol. ⫽ adolescent; depress. sympt. ⫽ depressive symptoms; psych. control ⫽ psychological control. Correlations using adolescent reports appear
above the diagonal, and correlations using maternal reports appear below the diagonal. Correlations between adolescent and maternal reports of the same
construct appear directly on the diagonal in bold font. Sample sizes for correlations range from 162 to 167 due to pairwise deletion of missing data.
ⴱ
p ⬍ .05. ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01.

olescent reports on the variables and second with maternal reports
on the variables, for a total of four models evaluated.
Consistent with recommendations for testing longitudinal
mediation, we measured all variables in our models at all three
time points and included all autoregressive paths (Cole &
Maxwell, 2003). Models were estimated using Mplus Version
5.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 2007), using the full information
maximum-likelihood estimation procedure (FIML; Arbuckle,
1996) to accommodate missing data in nine of the 168 included
dyads. To evaluate model fit, we examined the chi-square
statistic, where nonsignificant p values ( p ⬎ .05) indicate
acceptable model fit; the comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler,
1990), in which scores above .95 suggest acceptable model fit;
and the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA; Hu
& Bentler, 1999; Steiger, 1990), in which values at or below .06
indicate acceptable fit. The significance of the indirect effect
(ab) was determined by the PRODCLIN procedure (MacKinnon, Fritz, Williams, & Lockwood, 2007).

Adolescent Aggression, Mother–Adolescent Conflict,
and Maternal Psychological Control
Our first hypothesized model examined whether mother–
adolescent conflict mediated the potential reciprocal connections between adolescent aggression and maternal psychological control. To begin, adolescent reports were used to measure
all variables in the model. The model fit the data well, 2(10,
N ⫽ 168) ⫽ 5.492, p ⫽ .856; CFI ⫽ 1.00, RMSEA ⫽ .000 (see
Figure 1). As depicted by the central downward paths in the
model, adolescent aggression in sixth grade predicted higher
levels of mother–adolescent conflict in seventh grade. In turn,
higher conflict in seventh grade predicted increased psychological control in eighth grade. The confidence interval (CI) for the

indirect effect of aggression on psychological control via
mother–adolescent conflict at p ⫽ .05 was [.00173, .05603],
indicating that this mediating path was significant. In contrast,
maternal psychological control in sixth grade did not significantly predict mother–adolescent conflict in seventh grade, nor
did conflict in seventh grade predict adolescent aggression in
eighth grade (see central upward paths in the model). Given
these nonsignificant paths, there was no evidence that mother–
adolescent conflict in seventh grade mediated the relation between maternal psychological control in sixth grade and adolescent aggression in eighth grade.
Our second model again estimated relations among aggression,
conflict, and psychological control, this time using maternal reports on all variables. This model fit the data well, 2(10, N ⫽
168) ⫽ 16.487, p ⫽ .087; CFI ⫽ .993, RMSEA ⫽ .062 (see Figure
1). As depicted by the central downward paths in the model,
adolescent aggression in sixth grade predicted higher levels of
mother–adolescent conflict in seventh grade. In turn, higher conflict in seventh grade predicted increased psychological control in
eighth grade. The CI for the indirect effect of aggression on
psychological control via mother–adolescent conflict at p ⫽ .05
was [.00012, .03420], indicating that this mediating path was
significant. Examination of the connections between prior maternal psychological control and subsequent conflict and aggression
yielded mixed findings. As depicted, maternal psychological control in sixth grade predicted greater mother–adolescent conflict in
seventh grade; however, mother–adolescent conflict in seventh
grade did not predict adolescent aggression in eighth grade (see
central upward paths in the model). Given the nonsignificant path
between mother–adolescent conflict in seventh grade and adolescent aggression in eighth grade, there was no evidence for mediation.
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.38* (.40*)

Mother Psychological
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Figure 1. Indirect effects model, with adolescent report path coefficients outside of parentheses and maternal
report path coefficients inside parentheses. N ⫽ 168 adolescents and mothers. Bolded solid lines indicate the
tested adolescent-driven indirect path, and dashed lines indicate the mother-driven indirect path. Error variances
at concurrent time points are correlated but not depicted for ease of presentation. †p ⬍ .10. ⴱ p ⬍ .05.

Adolescent Depressive Symptoms, Mother–Adolescent
Conflict, and Maternal Psychological Control
Our third hypothesized model examined whether mother–
adolescent conflict mediated the potential reciprocal relations between adolescent depressive symptoms and maternal psychological control. We began by using adolescent reports on all variables
in the model. The model fit the data well, 2(10, N ⫽ 168) ⫽
8.487, p ⫽ .581; CFI ⫽ 1.00, RMSEA ⫽ .000 (see Figure 2). As
illustrated by the central downward paths in the model, adolescent
depressive symptoms in sixth grade predicted higher levels of
mother–adolescent conflict in seventh grade. In turn, higher conflict in seventh grade predicted increased psychological control in
eighth grade. The CI for the indirect effect of depressive symptoms
on psychological control via mother–adolescent conflict at p ⫽ .05
was [.00432, .06629], indicating that this mediating path was
significant. In contrast, maternal psychological control in sixth
grade did not predict mother–adolescent conflict in seventh grade,
nor did conflict in seventh grade predict adolescent depressive
symptoms in eighth grade (see central upward paths in the model).
Given these nonsignificant paths, there was no evidence that
mother–adolescent conflict in seventh grade mediated the relation
between prior maternal psychological control in sixth grade and
subsequent adolescent depressive symptoms in eighth grade.
Our fourth model again specified relations among depressive
symptoms, conflict, and psychological control, with maternal reports on all variables. The model fit was fair, 2(10, N ⫽ 168) ⫽
22.634, p ⫽ .0088; CFI ⫽ .984, RMSEA ⫽ .087 (see Figure 2). As
depicted by the central downward paths in the model, adolescent
depressive symptoms in sixth grade predicted higher levels of

mother–adolescent conflict in seventh grade. However, higher
conflict in seventh grade did not predict increased psychological
control in eighth grade, although a trend was apparent. The CI for
the indirect effect of depressive symptoms on psychological control via mother–adolescent conflict at p ⫽ .05 was [–.00055,
.03032]. Because the CI included zero, mediation was not supported in this model. Furthermore, maternal psychological control
in sixth grade predicted mother–adolescent conflict in seventh
grade; however, mother–adolescent conflict in seventh grade did
not predict adolescent depressive symptoms in eighth grade (see
central upward paths in the model). Given this nonsignificant path,
there was no evidence that mother–adolescent conflict mediated
the relation between prior maternal psychological control and
subsequent adolescent depressive symptoms.

Exploratory Multigroup Gender Analyses
As noted above, descriptive analyses indicated that adolescent
gender was uncorrelated with the model variables. However, it was
possible that gender functioned as a moderator of the indirect
pathways represented in the models. To test for moderated mediation, we used model constraint methods and examined the unstandardized difference between the indirect effect of the male
model and the indirect effect of the female model, which was
calculated as âmale* b̂male ⫺ âfemale* b̂female (Mplus; Muthén &
Muthén, 2007). If this difference was significant at p ⬍ .05, then
the mediated effect would be different for male and female groups,
and this would constitute evidence for gender-moderated mediation (Muller, Judd, & Yzerbyt, 2005). We also used model constraint methods to examine whether gender was a moderator of the
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Figure 2. Indirect effects model, with adolescent report path coefficients outside of parentheses and maternal
report path coefficients inside parentheses. N ⫽ 168 adolescents and mothers. Bolded solid lines indicate the
adolescent-driven indirect path, and dashed lines indicate the mother-driven indirect path. Error variances at
concurrent time points are correlated but not depicted for ease of presentation. †p ⬍ .10. ⴱ p ⬍ .05.

separate a and b paths (âmale ⫺ âfemale for path a, and b̂male ⫺
b̂female for path b) for both adolescent and mother directions of
indirect effects in each of the four models.
Moderated mediation results indicated that adolescent gender
did not moderate any of the mediation pathways (i.e., the ab paths)
between adolescent problem behaviors and maternal psychological
control in any of the four hypothesized models (all ps ⬎ .05).
Furthermore, examination of all separate a and b paths within our
models indicated that gender appeared to moderate only one:
Using mother reports, the path from adolescent depressive symptoms to mother–adolescent conflict was stronger for boys than for
girls (âmale ⫺ âfemale ⫽ .728, SE ⫽ .215). In sum, analyses
exploring the role of adolescent gender as a moderator of variable
relations revealed virtually no patterns of moderation, whether
moderated mediation or specific path tests for moderation were
considered.

Discussion
Our findings indicated that the relations between prior adolescent aggression and depressive symptoms and subsequent maternal
psychological control were indirect and mediated by mother–
adolescent conflict, whether adolescent or mother reports were
considered. We found no evidence of a reciprocal pattern of
indirect effects; that is, there was no evidence that conflict mediated the relation between prior maternal psychological control and
subsequent adolescent problem behaviors. These findings are consistent with developmental perspectives noting increased child
effects on parenting during early adolescence (e.g., Kidwell et al.,
1983; Scarr & McCartney, 1983). However, there was some evi-

dence for reciprocal direct effects between both problem behaviors
and conflict and between conflict and psychological control. Exploratory analyses indicated that adolescent gender did not moderate the mediating pathways in the models. Below, we discuss the
specific direct links in our mediation pathways and the implications of our findings for research focused on parent and child
effects during adolescence.

Adolescent Aggression, Depressive Symptoms, and
Mother–Adolescent Conflict
Our findings revealed that higher levels of adolescent aggression and depressive symptoms predicted higher levels of subsequent mother–adolescent conflict, whether adolescent or mother
reports were considered. There are several explanations for these
relatively adolescent-driven connections between aggression, depressive symptoms, and conflict. Adolescent attributes such as
aggressive behaviors may engender destructive parent– child relationships (Patterson, 1982). Aggressive behaviors are difficult for
parents to manage, and this difficulty can lead to emotional dysregulation and interpersonal coercion, dyadic features that are
likely to promote destructive conflict (e.g., Patterson, 1982; Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992). Parents may also respond to their
adolescent’s aggressive behaviors by raising their tolerance for
problem behaviors (Bell & Chapman, 1986), enabling greater
expressed aggression by the adolescent and fueling more conflict
long term.
As with aggression, depressive symptoms may also foster
parent–adolescent conflict. Parents’ initial sympathetic responses
to their children’s depressive symptoms may erode over time
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(Coyne, 1976; Sheeber, Hops, & Davis, 2001), and frustrated
parental reactions and negative affect likely create a context for
increased conflict. In addition, expression of irritability and anger,
which can be characteristic of adolescents with depressive symptoms, may elicit parental reciprocity of negative affect and thus
increase parent–adolescent aversive exchanges (Sheeber, Allen,
Davis, & Sorensen, 2000). Consequently, through mutual deficits
in the ability to regulate negative emotions, parent–adolescent
conflict is likely to ensue (Lindahl & Markman, 1990).
It is interesting that both aggression and depressive symptoms
were similarly related to conflict. Aggression and depression are
often comorbid during childhood and early adolescence (Garber,
Quiggle, Panak, & Dodge, 1991) and may share similar symptoms
and behaviors (e.g., anger, withdrawal, irritability). Such comorbidity may partially be explained by common risk factors including cognitive biases and deficits in emotion regulation (Wolff &
Ollendick, 2006). In particular, an “ill-tempered” interactional
style and negative emotionality among adolescents are risk factors
for externalizing and internalizing behaviors (Caspi, Elder, &
Herbener, 1990) that may subsequently contribute to increased
parent–adolescent conflict.

Mother–Adolescent Conflict and Maternal
Psychological Control
We also found that higher levels of prior mother–adolescent
conflict predicted higher levels of subsequent maternal psychological control. In interpreting these relations, we posit that parent–
adolescent conflict may elicit negative forms of control from
mothers who may be unsuccessful in regulating their own negative
emotions and who may not be able to access or enact appropriate
parenting strategies (see Grolnick, 2003; Sheeber et al., 2000,
2001).
More specifically, parents may use psychologically controlling
behaviors during attempts to de-escalate conflict and ultimately
control their adolescents. Conflicts engendered by adolescent
problem behaviors are likely to be characterized by difficult interactions and coercive exchanges. During such conflicts, parents
may blame, criticize, and induce guilt and anxiety without reflecting on their own behaviors. Mothers experiencing emotional distress have been found to use psychological control as a strategy for
controlling their adolescents’ behaviors (Gondoli & Silverberg,
1997), indicating that psychological control is more likely when
mothers feel overwhelmed (see also Soenens et al., 2008). Mothers
engaged in conflict with their adolescents may also be more likely
to use psychological control as an efficient, albeit inappropriate,
means to manage their adolescents, rather than using affectively
neutral control that may require more energy and emotion regulation (Barber & Harmon, 2002).

Adolescent- Versus Parent-Driven Indirect Model
Relations
Overall, our results regarding adolescent-driven indirect effects
are consistent with developmental and socialization theories proposing that children and adolescents elicit responses from their
parents, and therefore contribute to the parenting they receive
(Belsky, 1984; Kuczynski & Parkin, 2007; Scarr & McCartney,
1983). Our findings are also in accord with conceptual models

811

describing increasing adolescent influence on dyadic and parental
behavior (e.g., Kidwell et al., 1983; Silverberg et al., 1992; see also
Lytton, 1990; Scarr & McCartney, 1983). Furthermore, our mediation findings are consistent with prior research indicating adolescent but not parent directions of effects in examinations of reciprocal relations between dimensions of parenting and adolescent
problem behaviors (Albrecht et al., 2007; Loukas, 2009; Stice &
Barrera, 1995). It is important to note, however, that although we
did not find indirect pathways initiated by parenting in our models,
there were significant correlations between prior psychological
control and later adolescent problems. Additionally, there were
significant model relations between prior psychological control
and subsequent mother–adolescent conflict, particularly from sixth
to seventh grade. The parent-driven effect was not sustained in
these instances because the next pathways in the models, those
between conflict and adolescent problems, were not significant.
Perhaps in the context of a different mediator, an indirect parentdriven pathway may have been fully supported.
Furthermore, it is possible that the complexity of our models
made it difficult to detect parent-driven patterns of indirect relations. Previous studies finding support for both adolescent and
parent effects have not explored mediation, focusing instead on
only direct reciprocal relations over time (Barber, 1996; Barber et
al., 2005; Pettit et al., 2001; Rogers et al., 2003; Soenens et al.,
2008). There was also considerable rank-order stability in our
measures of adolescent aggression and depressive symptoms over
time, particularly from seventh to eighth grade; furthermore, this
stability appeared somewhat greater than the stability exhibited by
psychological control. The greater stability of adolescent externalizing and internalizing problems over time may have prevented the
detection of significant relations between prior parenting and
change in these problems (for similar findings, see Albrecht et al.,
2007; Loukas, 2009). In addition, our study, while longitudinal and
multiwave, considered only the early adolescent years. It is possible that a more complete picture of reciprocal adolescent and
parent effects could emerge from a transactional, lifespan-oriented
approach that assesses families from early childhood through later
adolescence (e.g., Pettit et al., 2001).
Methodological and statistical caveats notwithstanding, the
main implication of the present study is that socialization researchers should take seriously the exhortations about child effects on
parenting articulated decades ago (e.g., Bell, 1968; Bell & Chapman, 1986; Belsky, 1984; Scarr & McCartney, 1983). Our findings
suggest that examination of the effects of psychological control on
adolescent problem behaviors without simultaneous consideration
of adolescent effects on parenting is severely limited (see also
Albrecht et al., 2007; Loukas, 2009). Future efforts in this area
should therefore be based on longitudinal data and should consider
potential reciprocal relations between parenting and adolescent
problem behaviors.
Our findings regarding adolescent gender also present implications for future research. We found no compelling gender differences in patterns of relations among psychological control,
mother–adolescent conflict, and adolescent problem behaviors,
whether adolescent or maternal reports were considered. Although
some studies have revealed mixed or rather subtle patterns of
adolescent gender effects (e.g., Conger et al., 1997; Pettit et al.,
2001; Rogers et al., 2003; Soenens et al., 2008), others have found
no evidence that adolescent gender moderates relations between
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psychological control and adolescent problem behaviors (e.g.,
Barber, 1996; Barber et al., 2005; Loukas, 2009). Future explorations of gender-related effects in the absence of strong theoretical
justification are unlikely to yield useful information. Furthermore,
if examinations of gender effects are considered essential, researchers should utilize sophisticated approaches such as the multigroup analyses we employed.
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Limitations and Contributions
Although there are several strengths of this study, some limitations remain. Although our data were longitudinal, questions of
causality remain, as unmeasured variables could account for the
pattern of observed relations. This common “third variable” problem is difficult to address, but it might be countered in study
designs with direct experimental manipulation or in those evaluating parenting interventions. In addition, we used questionnaire
data only, and interactional data might provide additional information on the dynamics assessed.
The current study also did not include father self-reports or
adolescents’ reports about fathers. Some studies focused on connections between psychological control and adolescent problem
behaviors have found differences when mother– versus father–
adolescent relations were considered (e.g., Conger et al., 1997;
Pettit et al., 2001), whereas others have revealed highly similar
patterns for both mother and father data (e.g., Barber et al., 2005;
Soenens et al., 2008). Given these mixed findings, future research
might productively explore patterns of mother and father differences (Stolz, Barber, & Olsen, 2005). In any case, collection of
father data in the present study would have increased the generalizability of our findings beyond the mother–adolescent dyad.
In addition, as in many previous studies in this area (e.g.,
Barber, 1996; Barber, Olsen, & Shagle, 1994; Conger et al., 1997),
our sample was relatively homogenous, consisting mainly of European American dyads. We note that findings concerning potential moderating effects of race or ethnicity on relations between
psychological control and adolescent problem behaviors have been
mixed, with some studies finding no support for moderation (Barber et al., 2005; Steinberg, 2001; see also Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2010), and others finding at least some support for moderation
(e.g., Chao & Aque, 2009). Assessment of diverse samples in
future research may help clarify mixed findings, especially when
such efforts are motivated by theory about potential cultural differences (e.g., Rudy & Halgunseth, 2005). In the present study,
generalization of findings to diverse racial and ethnic groups is
limited.
Despite these limitations, the current study makes several important contributions to the literature. We examined the temporal
sequencing of indirect effects for simultaneous adolescent-driven
and parent-driven longitudinal mediation models during the transition to adolescence. Furthermore, we tested these relations with
a theoretically relevant mediating variable, conflict, and we included all variables measured at all time points. In addition,
although previous research highlights the importance of using
adolescents’ perceptions of psychological control (e.g., Barber &
Harmon, 2002), others discuss the possibility of adolescent cognitive biases. For example, Rogers et al. (2003) mentioned that
adolescents with higher levels of internalizing or externalizing
problems may view their parents more negatively than adolescents

without such problems. Our utilization of adolescent and maternal
reports in separate models helps counter this potential problem.
Our results pertaining to the adolescent direction of indirect
effects converge with recent findings that adolescent problem
behaviors predict maternal psychological control, while psychological control does not predict problem behaviors (Albrecht et al.,
2007; Loukas, 2009). It is important to replicate these patterns and
to examine the possibility of reciprocal parent- and child-driven
patterns of relations over different developmental epochs (e.g.,
childhood, late adolescence). Given our findings, future processoriented research should also continue to examine mediators that
may account for complex relations among parent and adolescent
behaviors. Individual and dyadic variables may mediate reciprocal
relations, and these potential patterns should be assessed. Such
efforts will build a more complete understanding of how and why
psychological control and adolescent development are related over
time.
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