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It seems both timely and 
productive to look closely at the 

family from an adolescent 
perspective. 

The Minnesota Youth Poll is an ongoing series of studies 
focusing on the views and concerns of young peopleo It's 
conducted by the Center for Youth Development and Research 
at the University of Minnesota, 

For more than a decade, the Minnesota Youth Poll has 
asked 14 to 18-year-olds for their opinions and insights on a 
variety of topics relevant to adolescents, These include health, 
education, youth organizations, politics, and future aspirations. 

This Minnesota Youth Poll looks at the family through the 
eyes of Minnesota high school smdents. Its emphasis is on 
relationships between parents and their children, the major 
concerns adolescents have about frunilies, and their assessment 
of how well their parents perform. Such an exploration of 
youth's views on the family experience has seldom been a focus 
of either fonnal research or popular inquiry. 

Why is so little known about the fanlily as adolescents 
view it? Conventional wisdom says adolescents' primary inter~ 
est in their families is how to distance themselves from them. So 
much of theory and opinion emphasizes the stress and conflict 
of this stage for all family members. It emphasizes the genera
tion gap, and the pervasiveness of misunderstanding, separation 
and rebellion. From this vantage pomt, youth are viewed and 
defined as alienated and dissatisfied with the:ir parents. 

If this is the picmre many adults hold, it follows that little 
valid information could be obtained from a population that 
could not look objectively or dispassionately at their familie1t 
We basically reject those assumptions. We argue instead that 
we ought to be keenly interested in the way in which adolescents 
experience their family life. We do so argue for a number of 
reasons. 

First, there is now a body of evidence that questions the 
accuracy of characterizing families with adolescents as inevita
bly experiencing great disruption and chaos (Douva..'l and Adelson; 
1966; Offer 1969; Konopka, 1976). Studies show that the old 
concept of the rebellious, alienated adolescent in deep tm.moil 
is at best an image describing a small of adolescents. 



At worst it's a gross exaggeration which ""''"v'".,, 
way we work w:ith and relate to 

biases the 

Even the notion that teenagers inevimbly turn away from 
the as criticized 

Gilligan (1987). Her research shows that middJe adolescents 
a on family ties and not a 

breaking away. These newer suggest that we need to 
reexamine our about and particularly 
about adolescent behavior in the 

Second, the nevver research about 
moral, and social-indicates t11at adolescents are fm more 

adult~like than child-like in their of their sodai 
It thus seems reasonable to 

ity that young could add to our knowledge about the 
family. They are both key players in and observers of it 

Third, current concem about the emo11jonal health of 
teenagers has refocused attention on the There ls a 

ide:snjread belief that adolescents' chemical use, severe I one~ 
and running away are inextticably re-

lated situations. Some would argue URat the 
the key cause. Otl':K::rs that, whe'ther or 

not the famiJy is the it must be of ti.}e so1lutiton. 
of how much influence one beli,ev,e:s: the 

exerts on the health of il:s i:,i;' s useful. to 
know hovJ teenagers themselves vi.:ew the fami.Iy'ti 
Khe '''social maladies" of adolesoence. 

Vihat :Fire th:;, dlomJm:mill\t wo~rwies ~~~~Bn!l repm·t about 
tJh,~ir O''"rm. f11mmes? 

terz:nag:.elt'S waiDlt to ta~~' n!J>::.n~t. wi.th nwth,er::; 
ami whndu daJJ li!Voh:J.'l 

'VVhat advh:::i! de tteena,ger:> h~<ve f>:J!T their parerrllii'i ~~) 
their ef!fectivem1ess? 

school stu~ 

The schools in Gremer I1,Jinnesoi:a ,,,,ere 
Worthington, Ivioose Lake run:d Thief 

River Fans. Subt11rban schoois included Coon ~·~<'l!Y''u.", 

and Hopkins. The m·ban schools were Johnson and 
Home of the Good Shepherd itn St. John Marshall in 
Rochester, and Roosevelt a111d WashbmT< in Minneapoli:t 

While this was not a random 
respondents were representative of adolescents in 
Minnesota wiili to and race. 

poll par[icipants were 35% rural, 33% suburban 
and 31% urban" Males accounted for 46% of the sample; 
females 54%. Older adolescents were l:he majority: 64% were 
age 17 orl8; 30%were 1Sor 6%were 12~14years 
old. The rural and urban st.udents were pdmarily 
seniors, The sul:n.IDrbalfll participanl!:s 
and 1Oth graders .:md 50% juniorrs m1d seniors. The 
reflected the racial popuXatio:n of Ivlliinnesota: 86.9% white, 
4.2% black, 3.2% 2.9% 1.6% :Hispanic. 

In each was conducted in a required 
acaden11ic com·s,e, such a:s 11Jr Social Studies, to as:nrre 
that sil:m::Ients across ~he continuum of academic interest and 
ability were included. The individmu questionn;91rre of 



the Poll (Appendix A) was distributed to each student to fill out 
independently and was then collected. The group discussion 
followed, with self-selected groups of four to six students 
answering the questions (Appendix B). 

For the group discussions, students were instructed to 
choose a leader-recorder to fill out the cover sheet identifying 
the grade and gender of group members, to read the questions 
aloud and then to write down everyone's responses. For the 
group poll, questions were designed to stimulate discussion and 
elaboration in order to generate a substantial and valid body of 
data. Recorders were urged to write quickly and legibly and to 
document all answers regardless of their personal agreement or 
disagreement. Afterwards, all the completed questionnaires 
were returned to the teacher or researcher, marked with a code 
for the school and community, and mailed back to the Center for 
Youth Development and Research. 

Completed individual and group questionnaires were 
analyzed using a variety of methods. For the data on individuals, 
all demographic information and some of the open-ended 
questions (Appendix A) were tabulated by machine scoring. 
Frequencies, cross-tabulations and correlations were run ac
cording to the major variables of age, sex and community. Some 
of this individual data and all of the group poll data was 
analyzed by qualitative methods designed to identify the major 
themes and ideas and to compare them across variables of age, 
gender and geogmphic location of the discussion group mem
bers. 

This mixture of individual and group responses, yielding 
both quantitative and qualitative data, is the basic approach of 
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While this was not a random 
sample of Minnesota youth, 
respondents were generally 

representative of adolescents in 
Minnesota with respect to 

community size, gender and race. 

the Minnesota Youth Poll. This dual strategy is particularly 
relevant for a study of youth's views about family issues. By 
asking students both individually and in small groups to think 
deeply about their family concerns and experiences, it's pos
sible to obtain information from the private, personal context as 
well as the social context. For a complex and intimate area of 
inquiry like family relationships, this approach seems particu
larly appropriate. 

This Minnesota Youth Poll has four sections. The first, 
Chapter I, is a status report. It's a report card on parents, in 
which the children evaluate their parents' performance and 
discuss what they like best and least about it. Chapter II explores 
concerns and worries about their families, including divorce. 
Chapter III describes the communication and influence patterns 
of parents and their adolescent children. Chapter IV offer advice 
to parents from their sons and daughters. 



CHAPTER I 

ADOLESCENTS 
GRADE THEIR 

PARENTS' 
PERFORMANCE 
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"She's like a best friend because 
we can talk about everything. She 

is really understanding." 

Respondents were asked to give their parents a grade for 
performance as parents, using the A -F grading system, and to 
give their reason for assigning the grade. A strikingly high 
proportion of students expressed satisfaction with their parents' 
performance as parents. By contrast, the unrelenting emphasis 
from the pulpit to the television, on the difficulties between 
parents and teenagers, could lead one to assume that most 
teenagers think their parents are hopelessly inept. Overall, 
parents of respondents received high grades for the quality of 
their efforts (Table 1). 

Approximately three-quarters of all parents received a 
grade of A orB. Mothers were graded higher than fathers; 52% 
of mothers and 37% offathers were given anA while only 17% 
of mothers and 31% of fathers were graded C or lower. If we 
consider a parent who receives an A orB as doing an excellent 
or very good job, then 83% of mothers and 69% of fathers 
qualify. 

There were essentially no differences in the way male and 
female students assigned grades to their parents. We would 
have expected to find that females were more likely to give 
mothers higher grades than were males, given that many teen
age girls report very close relationships with mothers, but 
exactly the same percentage of boys and girls (52%) graded 
their mothers A. 

There were, however, some differences between urban, 
suburban and rural youth in their assignment of grades. The 
general pattern for both mothers and fathers was that suburban 
students gave the highest grades, followed by rural youth, with 
urban youth giving lowest grades. Parents who received very 
good grades (A and B combined) were most likely to reside in 
suburban areas (72% of fathers and 88% of mothers), followed 
by rural (69% of fathers and 86% of mothers) and then urban 
(67% of fathers and 77% of mothers). Differences were more 
pronounced for fathers than mothers at the extreme ends of the 
continuum-A versus D and F. For example, while 43% of 
suburban students graded their fathers A, only 33% of rural 



youth and 34% of urban youth did so. The same pattern emerged 
at the low end, with 17% of urban youth grading their fathers D 
or F, compared to 12% of suburban youth, and 10% of rural 
youth. 

We speculate that two factors lead to these regional 
differences. First, according to students' responses, a major 
reason for fathers receiving low grades is that they are absent 
from the home or totally absent from their child's life. Since the 
urban sample has a much higher rate of divorce, it is likely that 
lower grades given fathers by urban students result from their 
lack of involvement with their son or daughter. Futhermore, the 
father as a nurturing, close, and supportive figure in a child's life 
is a relative! y new concept. It's most typically adopted by well
educated, affluent families, the kind of families more likely to 
be found in suburbia than in urban or rural Minnesota. 

Table 1. Grades Assigned to Parents by All Students 

Mothers Fathers 
N:IOI7 N:996 

N % N % 

A 530 52.1 366 36.7 
8 318 31.3 323 32.4 
c 113 11.1 178 17.9 
D 41 4.0 87 8.7 
F 15 1.5 39 3.9 

REASONS FOR ASSIGNING GRADES 

Each student was asked to explain why they gave their 
parent a particular grade. We were interested in fmdingout what 
parental qualities and skills were associated with high or low 
grades. 

The 'A' or 'B' Parent 

The pattern that emerged was that a parent who received 
a high grade (either an A or B) tended to be described as: 1) 
exhibiting humaneness, being empathic and a good communi
cator; 2) putting forth effort and trying their best; 3) being a 
"good enough" parent. But, almost half of the respondents 
provided little elaboration beyond saying that their mother or 
father was a "good parent." 

Empathy, Listening and Caring 

What most clearly distinguished anA from aB parent was 
that their children were much more likely to cite a high and 
consistent level of empathy and caring than were those who 
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gave their parents a B grade. For example, a 16-year-old girl 
who gives her mother an A said "She always listens to what we 
say," while another 16-year old who gives her father aB noted 
he only "usually listens to what I have to say." Almost 50% of 
students giving their mothers A's in contrast to only 19% giving 
their mothers B's talked about their mother's high quality of 
support, caring, understanding, and communicating. Similarly, 
34% of "A" fathers and 21% of "B" fathers were characterized 
in this way. 

"She does her best to help me with problems and she 
is there to talk to." A (15, female) 

"My mom understands me and is willing to listen." B+ 
(17, female) 

"He understands the way I feel about my stepmother 
andhelpsmeoutwithher,becausehe'sjustaboutlike 
me." B (15, female) 

"He's not real easy to talk to." B (16, female) 

''I wish I could talk to him about more personal 
problems." B (17, female) 

Furthermore, the notion that their parent was like a best 
friend, and it was almost always the mother, was associated with 
an A grade. In this case, the mother was described as extremely 
open and understanding, was knowledgeable about the conflicts 
and problems a teenager faced, and yet accepted their child 
totally. All of the following quotes were about mothers who 
received A's for their parenting. 

"She's my mom and my friend. We have a very open 
relationship." A+ (17, male) 

"She'smy bestfriendyetshehas the authority." A (16, 
female) 

"She's like a best friend because we can talk about 
everything. She is really understanding." A (16, fe
male) 

A or B for Effort 

The other frequent explanation for a parent receiving an 
A orB was that their child perceived them as working hard and 
trying their best to be good parents. Included in this theme were 
the following ideas: they provided adequately or at least as well 
as they could in materialistic or financial terms, their parents 
had overcome a good deal of adversity to become good parents,· 
and that the parents were each the "mainstay" of their families. 

"She has always kept a roof over my head, kept me 
clothed and fed, and gave me a place to sleep." A (18, 
male) 

"She holds our family together." A (17, female) 

"For being divorced and raising me and my brother 
on $10,000 per year. She's done an excellent job." A 
(16, female) 



"Because we get along and go places together. She 
cooks for me and I do things for her." A (18, male) 

"She cooks, clean and works part time and loves me." 
A (18, male) 

"For raising two kids alone and not on welfare, she's 
doing a damn good job." B (17, female) 

"He would give us all he could." B- (17, female) 

"He's a great dad but too soft-hearted. I ask for 
anything and he gives." B+ (18, male) 

The Good Enough B parent 

The most frequent explanation for giving a B grade was 
that the parent wasn't perfect, but had a number of good 
qualities which overshadowed their deficits. This idea of the 
"good enough parent," a concept which child psychiatrist Bruno 
Bettleheim (1987) recently emphasized, is that there is no such 
thing as a perfect parent, though many current "how-to" parent
ing manuals have implied that perfection can be achieved 
though following five or ten easy steps. 

In this study, the "good enough parent" theme becomes 
more prominent as thestudentbecomesolder, with25% of early 
adolescents and 35% of older adolescents acknowledging this 
idea. It isn't surprising that the more mature and cognitively 
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complex adolescent is more capable of perceiving that a parent 
is not perfect or omnipotent, but is rather a person with all of the 
strengths and weaknesses, achievements and failings that ordi
nary human beings possess. Some of the descriptions of the 
"good enough" parent admirably capture this theme. 

"She does the best she can, but nobody's perfect." AI 
B (16, female) 

"She's usually fair, but she does have her bad mo
ments." B (17, female) 

"She's fair, but sometimes she doesn't have a good 
reason for her decision." B (16, male) 

"She is an excellent mother but yells too much." B+ 
(15, male) 

"She would get an A, butl don't like her cooking." B+ 
(18, female) 

"Because he has given me good advise but hasn't 
always been there." B+ (16, male) 

"Because he's not perfect and I like him ••• he does a 
lot with me." A- (17, female) 

·c· Parents- Average or Worse 

The most frequent description of the parent who was 



assigned a C was they were just average, with very little 
elaboration of what was meant by that. There were, however, 
interesting differences between descriptions for a C father and 
C mother. For fathers, the most frequent explanations were that 
they don't talk and listen to their children and that they were 
physically and psychologically absent For mothers, ju~t being 

A father is charged with a 
series of major failings: not 

listening, not talking with their 
child, being absent. 

average was the reason given most commonly. It would suggest 
that there may be lower expectations for fathers than for 
mothers. A father is charged with a series of major failings: not 
listening, not talking with their child, being absent. Mothers are 
given a C for just being ordinary, or having less serious failings 
such as being too tense or emotional. 

Typical explanations for C grades for mothers are: 

"She's not that bad half the time." C (17, female) 

"She's too high strung." C (18, male) 

"Cause she's just about average." C (15, male) 

"Average everyday mom but worries too much." C
(18, male) 

"Very emotional, nosey, not willing to let go, always 
wants details." C (17, female) 

"She's on the so-so side. She can be nice and she can 
be a bitch." C (15, female) 

"She loses her temper too often." C (17, male) 

"She's nice but is hung up on old tradition." C (15, 
female) 

"Average. Doesn't punish me but doesn't really super 
praise me either." C (15,male) 

In contrast, fathers who receive C's are described in far 
more negative ways. 

''Never tells me anything. Male chauvinist. Thinks he 
can buy me." C (17, female) 

"We just don't relate to one another." C- (17, female) 

"Because it seems he's only interested in us when we 
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do something wrong." C- (17, female) 

"He's a good dad but I never see him because he 
doesn't live with me." C- (15, female) 

"He's gone most of the time and when he comes home, 
we are his slaves." C (16, female) 

"He likes to criticize everything-doesn't see his 
faults." C- (17, female) 

"He's not much around. Tries to help but never gives 
full attention to the problem." C- (17, female) 

'D' Parents - Open Warfare 
Disrespectful and Absent 

It was a rarity for a parent to get aD (only 4% of mothers 
and 9% of fathers) but when they did, there were apparently 
very deep conflicts between parent and child. The main reason 
mothers received D's revolved around volatile and angry con
flict-fighting, yelling, and arguing. The second most frequent 
explanation, closely related to the first, was that the mother 
lacked empathy, respect, and the capacity to communicate 
effectively with their child. 

"She hollers at me and never says anything really." D 
(14, female) 

"I hate her. She is a bitch to me and so sweet to her real 
daughter." D (15, female) 

"Puts me down, doesn't listen to me or what I feel, 
doesn't accept me for what I am, very high expecta
tions." D (16, female) 

"Mistreatment, overworks me, doesn't respect my 
time or goals." D (17, male) 

Fathers who received D's were charged with the same 
failures as mothers-an almost total lack of the capacity to 
listen to and respect their son or daughter. Less emphasis was 
given to descriptions of open warfare-screaming and yelling 
at each other. For fathers, being absent and not physically or 
psychologically available for their child, was the other most 
frequent explanation for such a low grade. 

"Low grade man. Very irresponsible." D (18, male) 

"He always had other things to do--no time for 
anything." D (19, male) 

"He doesn't try to understand or spend time with me 
or be a real dad.'' D- (17, female) 

"Hard to talk to. Drinks a lot." D+ (17, female) 

"He doesn't give a damn.'' D (15, male) 

"They got divorced and doesn't open up when I see 
him.'' D (17, male) 

"He's never been around. Work was too important to 
him. He treated all people as inferiors.'' D (16, female) 



"He's away from home, sends no money and is always 
busy." D (16, male) 

The Uncaring 'F' Parent 

An F grade almost always signalled that the parent was 
perceived as neglectful and uncaring, in effect or in actuality 
having abandoned their child. In contrast to the D mother who 
was seen as angry, hostile and disrespectful to her child, the F 
mother was simply not involved-too lazy, irresponsible, or 
incompetent to have a relationship with her child. 

The students who gave their parents the lowest grade (2% 
of mothers and 4% of fathers) elaborated little about these 
grades, in contrast to those who graded their parents higher. 
Perhaps they are so hurt and discouraged by the breakdown of 
this relationship, that they are unable to articulate their feelings 
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about it. 

"Shedoesn'tcare.Sheactsmoreimmaturethanldo." 
F (17, female) 

"She's mean and irresponsible." F (16, male) 

Fathers who received an F were described as either "not 
there" or "not caring," further evidence that the F parent was 
seen as uninvolved in the life of their child. 

"Because he left." F (16, male) 

"The last time I saw him was Thanksgiving. He 
skipped Christmas and my birthday." F (18, male) 

"I never see him. He never does anything with us." F 
(18, male) 



T 
I 

CHAPTER II 

"All of their lives, children 
imagine their parents as perfect, 
and when they see the flaws of 

their parents that cause divorce it 
hurts them and makes them more 

aware of reality." 

A major goal of this Minnesota Youth Poll on the Family 
was to find out what major worries and concerns young people 
have about their personal family situations. This inquiry was 
pursued ilirough: 1) an open-ended question in the individual 
questionnaire; md 2) a series of questions about the impact of 
divorce in the group questionnaire. 

THE KEY CONCERN OF THE ADOlESCENT 

The broad and inclusive question, "When you i:hink about 
your family, what is the thing you worry about most?" was 
designed to tap the young person's own perception of important 
family issues. We stru.ctured the question in such a way that the 
individual respondent was forced to create the universe of 
family problems from which he or she would draw examples. 
Generally, each respondent listed only one major concern, and 
the responses were classified into 10 comprehensive categories. 

Table 2 shows the range of worries and problems enu
merated by the students. Loss of a parent through death, md 
related fears about illness and aging, was the single largest 
category (22% ). 

")[worry about them dying. It's scary to think of my 
Ufe without them." (:Ui, urban female) 

"My parents' health. They're much cl.der than my 
friends' parents." (18, un-ban male) 

The quality of relationships in the fan1ily, including 
present and future interactions and the degree of closeness, was 
the second most commonly cited concern (19%). 

"Trying to get my mom and dad to be dvH with each 
other." (18, female) 

"Ijutlt wi.sl:a I c•nuld reaUy comi!mmkate and be dose 
to my father"" (16, male) 

Financial. worries, such as a parent losing lei. job or business 
and more general statements about a lack of money vtas the third 



leading worry at 13%. 

"Our financial situation is very poor'and I don't want 
my dad to lose his farm. I don't know what he would 
do." (17, rural male) 

Conflicts with siblings was cited by 11% of respondents. 
A group of other concerns were each mentioned by 5-6% of 
respondents: fears that parents would divorce, excessive drink
ing and fighting, lack of happiness and satisfaction in their 
parent's lives. A small minority of respondents said they have 
no worries at all about their families (6%). 

Table 2. Adolescents' worries about their families 

Responses: 

Parents Survival (death. health. aging) 
Quality of Family Relationships (closeness) 
Financial Problems 
Sibling Problems 
Divorce 
Nothing (I don't worry about my family) 
Negative Parent Behavior (drinking. fighting) 
Parents' Happiness 
Family After I Leave 
Other 

Age Differences 

No. % 

232 22 
204 19 
135 13 
112 11 
67 6 
64 6 
62 6 
49 5 
40 4 
95 8 

1060 100% 

We would predict some developmental differences in the 
kinds of concerns cited by early, middle, and older adolescents. 
An earlier Youth Poll (Hedin et al., 1985), Youth Look at 
Themselves and theW orld, substantiated significant differences 
between junior and senior high students' views of parental 
attitudes toward teenagers and the causes of conflict between 
parents and adolescents. In that study, as students moved from 
early to late adolescence, they were more likely to view the 
relationship between themselves and their parents as negative 
and stormy. 

Younger students in elementary school and junior high 
tend to see themselves as provoking conflict in the family, but 
by senior high a growing number (about 20%) identify the locus 
of conflict as parents, siblings or the family as a whole. It has 
been assumed that cognitive maturation allows the older adoles
cent to shift from a limited egocentric perspective to more 
complicated approaches to reality. Moreover, the need to be
come an autonomous individual begins to propel teenagers 

10 

away from their parents emotionally and socially. 

Yet, despite these pulls toward developmental differ
ences, only moderate age differences were found. The crisis 
orientation toward parents' death, divorce, and illness de
creased with age, while more mundane, ordinary concerns such 
as the quality of relationships, economic issues, and parent 
well-being gradually increased. We speculate that this trend to 

A small minority of respondents 
said they have no worries at 

all about their families. 

worry about more "normative" family issues may have been 
related to the older teens becoming increasingly attentive to 
issues that they might actually affect or influence. It may also 
have been related to a decreasing fear about catastrophic family 
events, such as death or divorce, because they had successfully 
avoided them through childhood and adolescence. 

Another developmental trend was that older students 
tended to focus less on worries solely directed toward their 
parents, and more on issues effecting the whole family. Parent
focused issues such as death, divorce, drinking, fighting, health, 
happiness, job loss and aging accounted for 62% of the younger 
adolescent responses, 45% of middle adolesent responses, and 
36% of the older group. The older adolescents were more 
concerned with the quality of relationships among the whole 
family, and with sibling issues. 

Gender Differences 

Differences between males and females were even less 
significant than the moderate age group differences. We ex
pected adolescent girls to focus on relationship issues and 
responsibility to and for others in the family. Males, on the other 
hand, would be expected to emphasize more instrumental 
topics, e.g., money, future plans, achievement goals, etc. Very 
few differences were present, however. Both groups indicated 
a primary concern about relationship issues, and about parent 
and sibling well-being. The necessary question here was, why 
are the male and female responses so very similar? 

We suggest that the focus on family, particularly one's 
own family, may elicit a more intimate and less guarded 
response, or one less influenced by peer values, media messages 
or cultural stereotypes. This may give males a relatively safe 
context to express feelings or emotional concerns. According to 
Gilligan (1987), the voice of caring and responsible connected-



ness to others is present but rarely tapped in the young male. To 
elicit the voice of care and connection in the teenaged male, 
then, may well. depend on asking the right questions and 
bypassing the usual sex-role signals. 

Regional Differences 

Few differences were found between young people from 
distinct geographic communities. Homogeneity about family 
worries and concerns was the rule among youth in rural, urban 
and suburban communities in Minnesota. 

THE EFFECT OF DIVORCE ON THE 
ADOLESCENT 

In the group discussions, students were asked a series of 
questions about the impact on divorce on adolescents. This 
issue was explored in depth for two reasons. First, divorce and 
the single-parent family are occurring at much higherrates than 
a generation ago. U.S. Census data indicated that 60% of the 
children born in the early 80's will live with only one parent 
before the age of 18. In this study, 18% of the Minnesota youth 
poll participants reported that their parents were divorced, 
while an additional4% said their parents were separated. Only 
69% said they had always lived with both parents, so almost 
one-third of our sample has had to cope with some form of 
family dissolution. 

Secondly. a new awareness of the vulnerability of adoles
cents to family change has begun to emerge. Researchers and 
clinicians now suggest that divorce can bring substantial emo
tional stress to the teenager as well as the younger child, who has 
been typically considered more vulnerable to family crises and 
loss. 

Table 3. Reported effects of divorce on adolescents 

Effect %of Responses 

Negative and painful emotions: betrayal, 
rejection, frustration, mistrust, loss 
of self respect 34 

Feel caught in the middle 15 
They blame themselves 13 
Depends on circumstances 8 
Becomes rebellious, turns to drugs or alcohol 7 
Positive outcomes: relief or becomes more 

independent, responsible, self-reliant 7 
Massive changes in all aspects of life 6 
Don't know since never experienced it 6 
Other 4 

Total 100% 
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Pain, Hurt, Ambivalance 

When respondents were asked, "How are teenagers af
fected if their parents get divorced?" nearly two-thirds of the 
group responses described strong negative emotions such as 
betrayal, rejection, deep insecurity, feeling caught in the middle, 
helplessness, confusion and guilt (see Table 3). Many responses 
included a variety of these issues, while reflecting a sophisti
cated understanding of the potential complexity of the divorce 
for adolescents. 

"They're angry, confused, they blame themselves; 
feel tom between their parents, and unwanted." (female, 
rural) 

"Emotionally upset, because they don't know how to 
react. Stress may be common. When older, try to hide 
their feelings." (mixed, rural) 

"Separation from both parents. Feel like it's our fault. 
Like they don't like us any more, love us any more." 
(female, suburban) 

"Lost, what'sgoingtohappen? Where will you go? Do 
they still love you or are you the reason?" (mixed, 
rural) 

"Broken, loss of a mother or father. Sometimes feel it 
is their fault. Lonely, affects their relationships with 
other people. Don'twant to love anyone else." (mixed, 
rural) 

Being Torn Apart 

The theme of being pulled apart by parents, of feeling the 
pain of divided loyalties, comprised 15% of the group re
sponses. 

''It makes you feel as if they divorced because of you. 
It makes you feel lonely, and it's hard to have a normal 
relationship with both your parents because usually 
you have to switch houses, and your parents are 
always saying bad things about each other." (mixed, 
urban) 

"This is a very difficult time for teenagers, especially 
if they are brought up to love and respect both 
parents-and when something like this happens, teens 
are torn between them." (male, rural) 

"All of their lives, children imagine their parents as 
perfect, and when they see the flaws of their parents 
that cause divorce it hurts them and makes them more 
aware of reality. Parents sometimes expect their chil
dren to choose one of them and this tears the children 
apart both emotionally and mentally." (female, ur
ban) 

"It's a bitch deciding where to go on holidays (Christ
mas Eve with father; Christmas Day with mother). 
You can't enjoy the holidays. Going back and forth, 
packing up stuff is a pain (for joint custody), espe
cially if they live farther apart. Parent you're not with 



as much is pushy to be friends with you." (mixed, 
urban) 

Self-Destructive Reactions 

A small number of groups (7%) referred to the possibility 
of very severe reactions such as depression, drug and alcohol 
abuse, and other self-destructive behaviors. 

"Depression sets in. They rebel against their parents 
to get back at them. They feel betrayed. They hate 
marriage." (mixed, suburban) 

"Their family life becomes unstable, then they turn to 
their friends for help. The kids need to turn to some
thing that will stabilize their life--drugs, alcohol, 
friends of opposite sex." (mixed, urban) 

"I can't say personally, but in others I've seen, ttying 
to hide pain by changing their personality, morals and 
goals." (female, suburban) 

Positive Effects 

Only a small minority of responses (7%) suggested that 
divorce could have positive effects on the teenager concerned, 
such as feelings of relief about having parental conflict come to 
an end, having more freedom, and becoming more independent 
or self-reliant as the young person took on more responsibilities 
in the home. Sometimes these comments came from personal 
experience. 

"You take on more responsibility at an earlier age, 
learn more independence, grow closer to parents 
because of absence--you miss them." (mixed, subur
ban) 

''It depends on the situation-it was happy for me. For 
some, life is better." (mixed, suburban) 

"Less family quarrels, more Christmas presents, better 
vacations without fighting." (mixed, rural) 

Neutral Impact 

About 14% of the group responses were fairly neutral in 

Only a small minority of 
responses (7%) suggested 
that divorce could have 

positive effects on the teenager 
concerned. 
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tone, focused on the following themes: particular circumstances 
would determine the effects, some inconvenience would occur, 
and life would change without specifying if the change was on 
the positive or negative side. 

Age, Gender and Regional Differences 

For the major themes described-emotional upset, confu
sion, feeling caught between parents, and blaming oneself for 
the divorce--respondents were quite consistent regardless of 
age, gender or community. A few distinctive trends emerged: 
rural teens reported feeling caught in the middle about twice as 
often as suburban teens; all female groups were more than twice 
as likely to report that the teenager might blame herself as 
compared to all male groups; freshmen described feeling tom 
between parents three times more often than groups of sopho
mores, juniors or seniors. 

DIFFERENTIAL EFFECTS OF DIVORCE ON 
MALE AND FEMALE TEENAGERS 

A second set of questions on divorce posed in the group 
discussion were: "Does divorce affect boys differently than 
girls?" and "How?" 

Gender Differences ...:... Female Emotionality and 
Male Stoicism 

The responses indicate that more than half (53%) of the 
groups perceive substantial gender differences in the ways 
males and females deal with stressful situations. Most fre
quently cited was that females experience emotions more 
deeply and honestly than males. The emphasis was on a genuine 
experiential difference for girls-they are more sensitive, more 
sad, more expressive. Furthermore, females were described as 
not hiding anything, in contrast to young men who were 
perceived as "managing" their responses to personal crises. 

''Yes, it does affect them differently. Girls usually 
show what they are going through. Boys are afraid to 
show it." (Mixed, urban) 

"Yes, girls are more sentimental, and show their true 
feelings about the situation." (Female, suburban) 

"Yes, girls are more concerned with family stability 
and are likely to be more upset." (Male, suburban) 

''Yes, because the boys aren't attached to their fami
lies as much as girls are." (Mixed, suburban) 

Not only were males perceived as having different exter
nal or visible reactions to a divorce, they were also perceived to 
have distinctive internal social and emotional reactions. The 
male reactions spanned the continuum between positive im
pacts such as becoming more self -reliant and responsible, to 
highly negative ones such as becoming aggressive and defiant. 
The negative outcomes were frequently ascribed to the loss of 
a malerolemodel for the boy. Several groups commented on the 



inappropriateness of mothers getting custody of male children. 

"The men take their frustrations out with anger and 
rebellion, disobedience." (M:aie, rural) 

"Boys !mid ~heir emotions in like macho men and this 
causes them to explode all at one time and it affects 
fhei:r personality.'' (Mixed, ruJral) 

"Yes, boys might blow l.t off by stealing orr d:rugs.'' 
(Female, rural) 

"Girls have an emotional reaction, boys have more of 
a violent, personai :reaction/' (Mixed, urban) 

"Yes, boys, to show their fear or hostility, rebel 
against parents or adults, while most girls want to be 
'good little girls."' (Female, rural) 

"Boys, are more apt to become indepe:m:hmt, because 
of stereotyping. Boys were brought up to raise the 
famHy, to provide for them." (Mixed, rural) 

"Guys sometimes handle it better emotionally." (Mixed, 
urban) 

"Yes, because if you were a boy and had! to live with 
your mother, you may not be able to talk about a 
situation you are not comfortable with." (Mixed, 
urban) 

The respondents' concern about potential negative ef
fects for males parallels tll.e findings of current empirical 
research on this issue. Boys do seem to have more problems 
with truancy, aggressive behavior and forming relationships 
when parents divorce than d.o girls. 

No Differences between the Sexes 

About 30% of responses fell into the category of no real 
differences between boys' and girls' feelings about experienc
ing a divorce, and focused on the underlying commonalities. 

"No, they both have to lose parents. Boys may not 
show i~ as much." (Female, suburban) 

"It doesn't affect either more, it doesn't affect them 
differently. Males cover up their feelings so it appears 
they don't ca:re, but it hurts them just the same." 
(Mixed, ru:ral) 

"Boys try to ad coolabmxt it, but inside they feel about 
Hae same." (Mixed, :rmral) 

"No, it's hard on both sexes no matter what!' (l\1ixed, 
suburban) 

"No, but girls are more likel.y ro show their feel!Jmgrg 
than boys!' (Mixed, r1urral) 

The smallest category of responses ( 18%) suggested that 
gender itself did not provide clear guidance as to outcomes of a 
divorce. Some argued that individual differences related to 
personality and circumstances were more important; others said 
the critical issue was that a teenager needed to be with t,he same 
sex parent for a good outcome. 

«No, it depends on the p~:rson-not which sex you 
are~and the situation!' (Mixed, nn·:ml) 

"Not usually. Depends on the pe:roon's personality.'' 
(M:ix;;;d, rural) 

"Depend§ on who they live with. Daughters should be 
with their mothers if they wish to b;arn femilllistic 
tral.ts. Sons shm!!d be with their fathers il'tbey wish to 
lOJanlt ma!lCuUne traits." (Mixed, submrban) 

DIFFERENTIAL EFFECTS OF DIVORCE ON 
CHILDREN AND ADOlESCENTS 

In addition to gender differences, participants were asked 
whether they thought the age of the child at the time of the 
divorce had an impact on the way the child coped with the event. 
The specific questions posed in the group discussions were, 
"Does divorce affect teens differently than young children? 
How?" 

Teens More Vulnerable than Children 

Approximately two-thirds of the respondents indicated 
that adolescents experience more emotional distress during a di-



vorce than younger siblings. One could argue that this finding 
is not surprising because of the typical level of adolescent self
centeredness. Yet egocentrism is not an adequate explanation in 
light of the evidence they provide to support their position. 
Their reasons demonstrate substantial insight into the way the 
adolescent, who is a more complex thinker, is effected. 

Understanding Leads to Pain or Ignorance is Bliss 

The level of understanding or comprehension about the 
experience of divorce was cited in almost40% of the responses 
as the key to predicting its effect on the child. General conclu
sions were that older children, who better comprehend divorce 
and its implications, would be more negatively effected than 
younger ones. Pre-school and elementary aged children were 
thought to be more adaptable and more able to accept change 
because they did not actually grasp the seriousness and finality 
of their parents' divorce. 

"Younger children don't really understand, and can 
accept the changes quickly." (suburban, mixed) 

"If they are young, they need to and can accept it more 
readily, but might not fully understand it." (rural, 
mixed) 

"Younger children don't understand it as well. It 
doesn't catch up to you until you're older." (subur
ban, mixed) 

"Younger children are more protected and have less 
of a chance to mess up their lives with drugs, etc." 
(suburban, mixed) 

"Older kids take it harder cause they know WHY it 
happens." (rural, female) 

Another factor cited by 5% of the groups was that teen
agers had lived longer with their parents than had younger 
children and, therefore, the relationship was deeper and more 
enduring. They argued that older children were more likely to · 
have serious adjustment problems. 

"It doesn't affect little kids as much. They haven't 
lived with parents as long as you have." (suburban, 
female) 

"It seems normal if you grow up when they are 
divorced. More difficult when kids are in high school, 
because they have grown up with married parents and 
they are used to it." (urban, mixed) 

''Younger children are affected much less than older. 
Older cannot imagine being apart." (rural, mixed) 

"Younger kids have a chance to accept the situation. 
They don't also have to deal with the pressures of 
teenagers." (rural, mixed) · 

Children Experience Greater Disruption 

Approximately 25% of the group responses indicated that 
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younger children are more negatively affected. This point of 
view is more consistent with current theory and r~earch about 
families and divorce. Those who claimed that children would be 
more affected than teens often alluded to the confusion of 

The strength of the idea that 
teens should be able to 
freely choose where to 

live when the family breaks 
up was steady and 

persistent among all groups. 

divorce to a young child, to their emotional needs and to their 
social immaturity. They described that young child as more 
dependent on their parents, and the family as the center of the 
young child's life. In contrast, the teenager has already begun to 
move away from total dependence on parents and may have 
another support system outside the home. 

"Younger children don't understand and often blame 
themselves. Teenagers cope better." (urban, mixed) 

"Hard on younger kids because when one parent is 
suddenly gone, they get confused about where they 
went." (urban, mixed) 

"Little chlldren don 'tknowwhy one parent isn't there 
anymore. Younger children may feel the other parent 
will leave, also." (rural, female) 

"Teenagers know what's going on, but the little ones 
don't have a clue." (rural, mixed) 

"Young children want to be with the mother or 
father-then when you are older it makes no differ
ence because soon you will have to be on your own 
way." (suburban, female) 

"Younger kids are more attached to a parent. Teen
agers have their friends and they seem to go through 
it well." (urban) 

A very small minority (about 7% of group responses) 
argued that age in and of itself was not a good predictor of how 
a child would be effected. Two arguments were offered: 1) 
there was no difference between the impact on children and 
teenagers and 2) individual differences in personality and 
coping skills were more critical factors in determining the 
outcomes. 



TEEN'S ROLE IN DECIDING WHERE TO 
LIVE AFTER A DIVORCE 

The final question about divorce asked respondents what 
role teenagers should have in choosing where and with whom 
they will live when parents divorce. Nearly 75% resoundingly 
stated that adolescents have the ability and the right to choose 
their living situation. The ability to choose where to live was 
often justified in terms of age (teenagers being "old enough" to 
decide), while the right to choose was usually connected to the 
adolescent's frrsthand knowledge of his or her own family and 
needs. 

"Teenagers should have total, 100% say, because they 
are old enough to know their feelings and decide who 
they need more." (mixed, rural) 

"Teenagers are old enough to make that decision." 
(mixed, urban) 

"All (of the choice) because they know their mothers 
and fathers better than anyone else." (female, urban) 

"They should be absolutely in charge ••• it's very im
portant. The courts shouldn't have that much power, 
because they don't know the family ••• (teen) shouldn't 
be forced into a home." (mixed, suburban) 

"They should decide on their own which parent is the 
best suited for them." (mixed, suburban) 

"They have every right to decide, otherwise they'll be 
ripped apart ••• shouldn't be forced to live where they 
don't want to." (female, rural) 

The strength of the idea that teens should be able to freely 
choose where to live when the family breaks up was steady and 
persistent among all groups, regardless of age, gender or com
munity, though females and suburban youth were most likely to 
favor this position. 

About 15% of the respondents who took this position went 
beyond the general principle that teenagers should choose their 
living situation and defmed the considerations on which the 
choice should be based. The major criterion was that adoles
cents should be able to live with the parent with whom they are 
most happy and comfortable. 

"They should llve with whoever they get along with 
best." (female, rural) 

"They should decide where they feel more comfort
able and relaxed." (female, rural) 

"They should be able to go to the parent they choose 
to be with, and love, and respect more." (female, 
urban) 

"They should decide who they want to live with-it's 
better for the children to have some happiness in 
divorce." (mixed, urban) 

The same theme emerged modified and more complex 
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from 15% of respondent groups. They upheld the basic idea of 
adolescent self-determination but introduced several qualifiers 
or conditions, primarily by including other stakeholders, such 
as parents and the courts, and by stipulating age requirements. 

"Courts should have some say on deciding, because of 
the parents' behavior up until that time of divorce." 
(mixed, rural) 

"They should have final say, parents should have 
some say, like if one parent doesn't want them." 
(mixed, rural) 

"(Teens) fifteen or over should decide where they're 
going. Younger (ones) will use parents to get what they 
want-'Dad, if you don't let me, I'm going to Mom's."' 
(mixed, urban) 

"They should have some say, but not all. If the parents 
are willing, fit, and can support the child, the child 
should be able to make the choice." (mixed, rural) 

"Depending upon the age of the chlld, young or older. 
If older, he should be able to have more say. All kids 
should have some say, even little kids have feelings, 
too. Kids 15 or older should say where they want to 
live, even though the law is 16. A judge should let the 
kid, if emotionally mature, decide." (mixed, rural) 

''It should be up to the teen, unless one of the parents 
is abusive or incapable." (female, rural) 

Only about 5% of the groups opposed the general trend 
toward teenagers exercising decision-making power in this 



situation. Only 2% stated that young people should have no role 
whatsoever in choosing the primary parent or living situation 
after divorce. The remaining 3% said that the teen shouldn't 
have to choose between parents because that would be a burden 
and source of additional stress. 

"The parents should choose where the teenager would 
live, because choosing a favorite parent would be too 
stressful on a teenager." (mixed, urban) 

"Hard to choose because you don't want to hurt 
anyone." (mixed, rural) 
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A few responses (about 3%) raised another considera
tion-the issue of financial resources. These young people 
argued that the decision where to live after a divorce should be 
based on economic considerations and that teens should live 
with the parent "with more money." 

Finally a handful of responses focused on a sad reality for 
many adolescents and younger children of divorce. What should 
be a choice, according to this poll, probably isn't because "kids 
end up getting shuffled around anyway." These young people, 
speaking with the voice of experience, reminded their peers that 
a lack of significant role in these decisions is the norm. 



CHAPTER In 
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HI really don't talk to my dad 
about that much9 mainly just 

sports and my car." 

This section explores a variety of interaction patterns 
between adolescents and !:heir pareni:S. It first looks at the 
relative influences of parents and peers on adolescent behaviors 
and attitudes. This topic has received a good deal of attention 
from researchers, theorists 3.nd the general public. While it 
seems as though everyone talks about the pervasiveness of peer 
influence on teenagers, we seldom hear the actual voices of 
young people t.hemselves talking about how they experience the 
countervailing and/or complementary influences of friends and 
parents. 

The relatively uncharted question of how adolescents 
influence their parents is also considered. Here the teenage 
respondents describe ooth the areas in which they see them
selves as being more or less influential, and the differing 
degrees of influence they exert on their moi:hers and fathers. 

A third area of interaction concerns the content of com
munication between teenagers and their parents. Our :respon
dents describe what they do and do not discuss with their 
mothers and fathers, and how these pattems vary for same-sex 
and opposite sex parents. 

PEER AND PARENTAL INFlUENCES 

Most students responded with agreement to the group 
discussion questions, "Is it true that young people are more 
influenced by their friends than their families? Why or why 
not?" The large, 78% majority indicating a substantial degree of 
group solidarity on this was not surprising in light of the public 
attention given "peer pressure." In fact, some might have 
predicted even stronger consensus, for it's common knowledge 
that "peer groups" are a major, driving force during adoles
cence. Both research and popular literature has consistently 
indicated that middle adolescence (ages 14-16) is the stage 
during which friendships play a particularly important role 
(Powell, 1955; Douvan and Adelson, 1966; Coleml:l.R"1, 1974). 

In fact, researchers have found that the significance of 



friendship peaks during middle adolescence and begins to 
assume a different intensity and quality during late adolescence 
(ages 17-19). Our findings would support this developmental 
pattern. Among freshmen, 78% strongly affirmed the influence 
of friends, as did 79% of sophomores, and 88% of juniors. The 
significance, however, appeared to decrease substantially for 
late adolescents who, in their senior year, are approaching 
adulthood. Only 65% of the seniors agreed with the original 
assertion. 

The developmental pattern of increased significance of 
friendships during adolescence appears then to be normal, 
predictable and crucial in healthy maturation. Adolescence is a 
time when individuals need to more fully develop their own 
identities, and their sense of autonomy and independence. 
Social friendships provide young people with the opportunity to 
practice initiating and maintaining satisfying relationships outside 
of the immediate family. The young person who reaches adult
hood without this ability enters the new worlds of work and 
family at a significant disadvantage. 

Why Are Friendships Increasingly Important? 

What is often claimed to be a reason for this increase in 
peer influence is a lack of parental warmth, support and under
standing. Some go so far as to cite parental neglect, exploitation 
and hostility as causes for this increase. While this is likely the 
case in some families, only 6% of students in our survey cite 
poor parental relationships as reasons why peers become in
creasingly important. In fact, there seems to be a general sense 
that students do feel accepted by and receive approval from 
their families, and that it was the unmetneed for acceptance and 
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approval from friends which made friends more important and 
influential than family. They spoke of this aspect of family 
versus peer influence in this way: 

"You're not worried about impressing your family
they have already accepted you." (rural, mixed, jun
iors and seniors) 

"Your family accepts you for what you are. The 
majority of your time is spent with your friends and 
you feel you have to prove to them what you're like." 
(rural, female, juniors) 

''You have to work harder for your friends accep
tance." (rural, mixed, juniors) 

Much more likely to be cited as reasons for this discrepant 
degree of influence were: 1) the positive attributes and qualities 
of friends and friendships (30%); 2) the amount of time and 
similar activities spent with friends (28% ); and 3) peer pressure, 
i.e., the need to be accepted, to impress others, be popular 
(24%). Their descriptions include: 

"Friends are closer to your age, they go through the 
same things and have the same feelings." (rural, 
mixed, juniors) 

''You like your friends and you look up to them and 
you want to ftt into the 'group.' " (suburban, mixed, 
seniors) 

"Young people spend more time with their friends 
and want to be accepted by them. Friends are more 
important than family members." (rural, female, 
juniors and seniors) 



"Friends influence you more. You're around them 
more and what they think of you is much more 
important and influential than almost everything you 
do with your family. You wantto conform and fit in." 
(suburban, mixed gender, seniors) 

Perspectives on Friendship 

Young people today evidently have a very complex and, 
most likely, accurate view of friendships and relationships as 
consisting of multitudes of paradoxes. Their responses appear 
to convey ambivalence about whether friendships were viewed 
positively or negatively. On the one hand, friends are described 
as easier to talk to, more understanding, more compatible, and 
therefore more significant Yet, friendships are also described 
in terms of pressure, demands for approval, and a need to be 
accepted and to impress, all quite stressful and anxiety-produc
ing circumstances. Friends are people with whom one "can do 
anything or say anything," and yet one must also conform rather 
strictly to the norms of the peer group in order to be accepted. 

Friendships are substantially more important in the lives 
of girls (88%) than boys (73%), lending support to Coleman's 
(1974) and others' (Douvan and Adelson, 1966) findings that 
girls express more anxiety about friendships than do boys. Later 
research, such as Gilligan's (1982), also support this sex differ
ences in the importance and meaning of interpersonal relation
ships. The central place of relationships in the lives of females 
is a theme we find repeatedly in our data. 

What we find surprising, in this data, is that urban youth 
are least likely to agree that friends are more influential in their 
lives than parents. Although this is true onlyby a relatively 
small margin (75% for urban, 78% for rural, and 81% for 
suburban), urban teenagers are so often depicted as spending 
seemingly endless amounts of time hanging around the streets 
and shopping centers with groups or gangs of other teenagers, 
that this finding did surprise us. 

The explanation for this phenomena is in their comments 
about the positive versus negative qualities of their friendships. 
By a margin of 11-15%, urban youth were least likely to talk 
about the positive attributes of friends and friendship. Con
versely, they were most likely to talk about poor peer relation
ships and low opinions of friends. Friendships are approached 
cautiously and are viewed as less attractive by city youth than 
by rural or suburban teenagers. Contrary to popular belief, it 
would appear that inner city teenagers view family as more 
important and as a major source of security and influence, as 
compared with either suburban or rural youth. 

PARENT VERSUS PEER INFLUENCES: 
DOES THE GENERATION GAP EXIST? 

It has commonly been asserted that the increased signifi
cance of peer group influences typical during adolescence, 
means a rejection of parental values. This so-called "generation 
gap," a term popularized in the 1960's and 70's, is a condition 
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which many still believe exists in the average American family. 
This continuing belief is indicated by the availability of a 
plethora of popular literature, lectures and workshops on "sur
viving your child's adolescence," teenage alienation, and the 
immorality of today's youth. 

Though early studies (Bowerman and Kinch, 1959; Brit
tain, 1963) cast doubt on the validity of this widely held 
assumption, many in the general public have remained con
vinced that teenagers today are vastly different than those of 
previous generations. And, their implication is that today's 
teenagers are bad, immoral, and more irresponsible than they 
themselves were as teenagers. Brittain's (1963) study of 9th 
through 11th grade girls led him to conclude that whether 
subjects chose a course of action which conformed either to 
parents' expectations or to peer influences, depended primarily 
on the character of a specific dilemma. His "situational hy
pothesis," as he called it, refuted the idea of a strictly dichoto
mous "either-or" model of adolescent value development and 
orientation. It suggested that young people actually have a 
highly sophisticated schema for making decisions about moral 
dilemmas. 

Brittain's belief that adolescents perceived both parents 
and peers as important and influential, though in different 
situations and arenas, was supported by Lesser and Kandel 
(1969). They concluded that, in some areas, particularly those 
involving future plans and aspirations, parents were more 
influential than peers. They also found that adolescents in their 
study actually held values very similar to their parents'. 

To find whether there was overlap and potential bipolar 



pulls between areas which parents influence and those which 
friends influence, we asked participants to tell us in what parts 
of their lives their friends, and secondly, their families, have 
more influence. 

Our data strongly supports Brittain's and Lesser/Kandels' 
conclusions. We find that peers do influence very different 
aspects of a young person's life than do parents. Friends are 
most influential in the recreational domain of teenagers' 
lives. 

Of the group responses, 34% talk about "what you do on 
weekends," "who you date," or "who you hang around with," as 
descriptions of areas where friends are influential. Friends are 
also important because they determine the norm in terms of 
transient fads and the "teen culture." Eighteen percent of 
responses indicated that friends influence the way they dress, 
act, the music they listen to, etc. 

Another 15% mentioned school as an arena or place 
where friends dictate the way one acts, in what extra-curricular 

We find that peers influence 
very different aspects of a young 

person's life than do parents. 

activities one might choose to become involved, and to some 
degree, how weU one does in school, in terms of grades and 
homework. The fourth most frequently cited aspects of peer 
influence are those behaviors which are prohibited or .restricted 
(13%), for example, using drugs, drinking, smoking, sex. 

We found surprisingly similar dal:a in a Youth 
Poll (Hedin and Simon, 1980). Seven years ago, the most sal.ient 
areas of peer influence were appearance (clothes and hair 
styles); use ofleisure time and activities; !he way friends speak, 
think and act; and decisions about whether to use alcohol, drugs 
and tobacco. Contrary to what many might assume, areas in 
which peers are most influential have remained the same over 
time. Peer groups are not increasingly important or 
influential in the lives of today's young people. 

In contrast, students reported that their basic 
values, and spirituality are more influenced by parents than 
peers. In fact, this was themostfrequen1lycitedresponse(37%). 
They talked about "my basic beliefs, "attitudes about church 
and religion," and their sense of "what's right and wrong," in 
terms of parenl:al influence" 
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School performance (e.g., homework and grades), com
prised 11% of the responses, while future plans and aspirations 
(e,g., whether or where to go to college, marriage, choice of 
careers, etc,), were discussed in 10% of the responses. 

Some students (10%) also indicated !hat parents forced 
their influence on them by creating and enforcing rules to 
restrict or control their freedom, For example, parents set 
curfews, limited their amount of time with friends or watching 
television, and in some cases restricted friendships. 

It would appear from this data !hat the generation gap, 
defined as rejection of parental values for the much preferred 
reference group of peers, is not a gap at all. In fact, parents 
remain the primary source of influence about fundamental 
values and morals, and for adolescents' future plans. In contrast, 
peer relationships provide teenagers with the opportunity to 
develop a sense of au ton om y, to broaden their scope of interpe:r~ 
sonal relationships from a primary focus on family to inclusion 
offriends, and, given their ever increasing understanding ofthe 
complexities of relationships, to practice and build new social 
skills. 

In the areas of academic performance and general rules 
about personal areas in which bot.h parents and friends 
are influential, conflicts between the average teenager, his or 
her parents and his or her friends is probably quite evident in the 
daily life of many American families. However, these are 
neither foremost in the words and minds of young people, nor 
fundamental for healthy development The influence of peers 
and parents on adolescents is perhaps more accurately de
scribed as two complementary, interwoven strands, each of 
which is used thoughtfully and purposefully in adolescent value 
development and moral behavior. 

In summary, our data indicates that: 

1) Increased peer influence during middle adolescence is 
normal and functional and is not related to lack of 
parenl:al warmth; 

The arenas in which parents and peers are more influ
ential are different and not necessarily conflicting; 

3) Basic values, morals and spirituality are influenced 
more parents than peers; 

4) Parents guide their children in terms of school and 
future plans; 

5) Friends have more influence in the social and recrea
tionan domains. 

INTERGENERATIONAL BRIDGES 

How is the so-called generation gap bridged in American 
families today? Perhaps it's a result of better communication 
between parents and their children-more open, more consis
tent, and more respectful conversations. Family communica-



tion patterns are usually considered to be measures of family 
health and stability, but rarely do we have the opportunity to 
hear how family communication is perceived from the adoles
cent'spointofview. Thus, we asked students to tell us about the 
kinds of things their parents asked their opinions on. Then, more 
specifically, we asked what they would and would not discuss 
with their parents. 

The Experts: From Teenagers to Parents 

Students reported that parents asked their opinions about 
a wide range of issues. These included areas in which they were 
seen to be the experts and were consulted by parents; more 
mundane, daily decisions in which family members' opinions 
were regularly solicited; and more focused discussions where 
parents view themselves as the experts and primarily want to 
exchange ideas with their children about issues which concern 
them. 

Where popular aesthetics are concerned, that is, those 
things which have to do with trends or fashion-"what's in"
young people appear to be the experts and consultants. For 
example,parentsasktheirchildren'sadviceaboutwhattowear, 
how to style their hair, how to decorate the house, what gifts to 
buy, what to watch on television, etc. 

We noted earlier that young people themselves look to 
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Surprising was the tremendous 
difference in the degree to 

which students reported having 
little or no influence in their 

fathers' lives, as compared with 
their mothers'. 

their peers for advice about transient fads related to the teen 
culture. Evidently, our society, which receives encouragement 
through the media, most specifically through advertising, admires 
youthfulness and looks to young people to set the standards for 
what is beautiful and fashionable. The category with the largest 
range and number of responses centered around somewhat 
mundane lists of topics, such as what to buy for dinner, where 
to go on vacation, discipline or house rules, and general family 
decisions. It appeared, from the list, that parents subscribe to the 
democmtic ethos of obtaining the "consent of the governed," in 
this case the children. Simply as a matter of course, parents 
appear to ask their children for opinions on these kinds of 
everyday family management issues. 

The third set of responses to this question focused more on 
parents sharing or soliciting their children's views on beliefs 
and values. This included such things as school, drinking/drugs, 
sex, and current events. In this domain, it appears that parents 
are the experts and are primarily interested in monitoring their 
children's views on these issues. 

Is Influence Reciprocal? 

We know that peers generally have more influence in the 
lives of adolescents than do parents. We know that parents 
influence fundamental values and morals while peers influence 
social trends and activities. And we know that, in some areas, 
teenagers dictate the model toward which adults strive. Do 
young people today feel that they have any influence on the 
lives of their parents? Is influence and impact systemic and 
interactional, or is it primarily unidirectional, from parent to 
child? 

Attempting to answer these questions, in the individual 
questionnaires we asked students about their relative influence 
in their mothers' and, separately, their fathers' lives. There were 
some striking differences in students' responses. 

Perhaps most surprising was the tremendous difference in 
the degree to which students reported having little or no influ
ence in their fathers' lives, as compared with their mothers'. 



While 17% of student responses indicated that they have no 
influence over their mother, 45% said they have no influence in 
their fathers' lives-a margin of 28%1 

We might speculate that this lack of influence or power 
over fathers is related to the patriarchal nature of many Ameri
can families. Consequently, mothers may, in general, be more 
amenable to a more egalitarian relationship with their children. 

There were some aspects of parents' lives over which 
young people did feel they had some influence. However, the 
nature of the topics which were discussed with mothers and, 
separately, fathers varied significantly. 

While young people influence fathers about such things 
as major purchases of electronic equipment and cars, and about 
sports, yard work, and house repairs, they are much more likely 
to influence their mothers' lives in more personal ways. For 
example, 12% say they influence their mothers' feelings, her 
self-confidence, her choice in boyfriends, and her future in 
general. By comparison, only 2% of the responses speak of 
influencing their fathers in such intimate capacities. That 
young people influence their mothers' but not their fathers' 
lives in very personal, intimate ways again supports Gilligan's 
earlier described theory that men and women hear .. different 
voices" with .. caring about others" being the primary orienta
tion of women. 

What Do They Talk About? 

We also asked students to tell us what kinds of things they 
talked to their parents about, and they told us they talk about a 
whole range of topics. 

The idea that parents and teenagers don't talk with each 
other is not expressed in our data. This absence supports the idea 
that the generation gap does not exist in an extreme form. In 
fact, it supports the idea that intergeneration communication is 
alive and well and remains a valuable element in building 
bridges between the generations. 

Young people talk to their mothers quite openly about 
relatively personal matters. The most common were: school, 
"everything in general," friends, dates, and family issues. In 
fact, very few, only 6% said they talked to their mothers only 
rarely or not at all. 

A significant contrast is seen in the topics about which 
young people talk to their fathers. School remains a dominant 
topic, but the second most frequent response was nothing or not 
much, followed by .. everything," money, employment, friends, 
and sports. Twice as many students say they don't talk to their 
fathers as those reporting talking to their mothers. Similarly, as 
noted earlier, young people say they have significantly less 
influence in their fathers' lives than in their mothers'. It appears 
that many young people do not talk with their fathers and 
subsequently have few methods of influencing them. 

Furthermore, it appears that our young people have learned 
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Table 4. Topics of conversation between adolescents 
and their mothers. 

Topic N % 

School related matters 346 19 
Everything, life in general 338 19 
Friends 245 13 
Dates, boyfriends/girlfriends 193 11 
Family issues 105 6 
Nothing, not much 104 6 
Employment 93 5 
Personal, intimate things, feelings 86 5 
Money 65 4 
Future plans 62 3 
Sex 59 3 
Alcohol and drugs 49 3 
Social activities 25 1 
Health 24 1 
Sports 17 1 
Politics 9 * 
Transportation 2 * 

Total 1,822 100% 

*less than 1% 

Table 5. Topics of conversation between adolescents 
and their fathers. 

Topic N % 

School related matters 291 19 
Nothing, not much 194 12 
Everything, life in general 185 12 
Money 118 8 
Employment 104 7 
Friends 93 6 
Sports 84 5 
Future plans 83 5 
Family issues 81 5 
Dates, boyfriends/girlfriends 74 5 
Transportation 57 4 
Mechanical equipment (cars, stereos, etc.) 39 2 
Personal, intimate things, feelings 33 2 
Politics 27 2 
Same as for mother 26 2 
Alcohol and drugs 25 2 
Sex 15 1 
Social activities 11 1 
Health 6 * 

Total 1,546 100% 

* less than 1% 



the "different voices" of the differing male and female view
points of their world which Gilligan (1982) identified and 
described. She suggests that an orientation toward connection 
and interdependence with others, (i.e., maintaining and creating 
relationships), is predominately a female voice in moral reason
ing. Concerns about justice and fairness and equality-not the 
relationship, per se, but doing what's "right"-is suggested to 
be the dominant orientation in males. 

Our data supports this notion. Not only do young people 
perceive themselves to be influential in personal, intimate 
matters with their mothers but not their fathers, they also tend to 
talk to their mothers about more social and interpersonal issues, 
like friends, dates, and family issues. Similarly, they discuss 
more impersonal subjects like money ,jobs, and sports with their 
fathers. 

In fact, a few topics were overwhelmingly discussed only 
with the parents of one gender. For example, 59 respondents 
said they talked to their mothers about sex. Only 15 said they did 
so with their fathers. Similarly, health and social activities were 
more likely to be talked about with mothers than fathers. On the 
other hand, fathers converse with their children more than 
mothers about such things as sports (84 vs. 17 responses) 
mechanical equipment such as cars and stereos (33 vs. 0), 
transportation, as in the use of a car, rides to and from places, 
etc. (57 vs. 2), and politics (27 vs. 9). 

Through an open-ended question on the individual ques
tionnaire, they describe what they talk to their mothers about in 
this way: 

"Everything that's bothering me. We talk just like 
best friends would." (17 year old, female, rural) 

"Everything from sex to friends to school to parties. 
Anything I want.'' (17 year old, female, rural) 

"I can talk to my mother about anything. The hardest 
thing to tell her would be like, for example, if I was 
pregnant or would wantto go on the pill.'' (17, female, 
suburban) 

"I can talk to my mom about almost everything or 
anything. She lets us know that it's okay as long as we 
can talk about it." (18, female, urban) 

"Most all things, but I keep the most intimate prob
lems to myself or share them with friends.'' (17, 
female, urban) 

In contrast are their descriptions of the content and tone of 
discussions they have with their fathers. 

"Information about manual things such as how to nx 
things or how to get somewhere." (16, female, subur
ban) 

"I talk to my dad about things happening in the world, 
mostly scientinc.'' (15, female, urban) 

"With things that aren't working such as my job, and 
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mechanical things that aren't working.'' (17, male, 
rural) 

"I'd probably discuss some of the same stuff with him 
that I would with my mother except the personal, 
more girlish stuff.'' (17, female, rural) 

"Just surface stuff. Nothing real deep.'' (16, female, 
rural) 

"lreallydon'ttalktomydadaboutthatmuch,malnly 
just sports and my car.'' (18, male, urban) 

Gender, Age and Regional Differences 

In terms of differences between the students themselves, 
females are more likely than males to talk with either mothers 
or fathers about friendships and dates. Boys, more than girls, 
tend to talk to their parents about money matters, sports, cars, 
etc. Adolescents have learned to differentiate which topics 
should be discussed with mothers, and which with fathers. The 
sex differences of the students, in terms of their own preference 
and choice of discussion topics, reinforces Gilligan's paradigm. 

For the younger junior high 
school students, issues related to 

school dominate their 
conversations with both parents, 
but it becomes less of an issue for 

them as they enter senior high. 

Certain topics are more readily discussed with other-sex 
parents (girls talking to fathers, boys to mothers). For example, 
more girls than boys report discussing family issues (problems 
with or concerns about family members) with their fathers, 
while more boys than girls discuss them with mothers. Simi
larly, girls talk more with their fathers about school, while boys 
talk to their mothers about that topic. 

There are developmental trends in the kinds of things 
about which adolescents talk to their parents. For the younger 
junior high school students, issues related to school dominate 
their conversations with both parents, but it becomes less of an 
issue for them as they enter senior high. This would support 
Simmons, et.al., (1979) and others who contend that middle 
school years are a time of major transition in the lives of 



adolescents. Conversely, while none of the younger students 
(12 to 14-year-olds) mention "future plans," (whether or where 
to attend college, what to do after high school, etc.), older 
adolescents (17 to 18-year-olds) speak of it much more fre
quently. Similarly, issues concerning work and money become 
increasingly important with age. 

Developmentally, as we might expect, as teenagers ap
proach older adolescence, they focus their attention on their 
futures. This suggests that programs and courses on future 
planning and career exploration require far more effort with 
junior high than senior high students. 

Regardless of geographic location, adolescents appear to 
be very homogeneous in their conversations with their parents. 
There was amazing similarity between rural, urban and subur
ban students' responses. The largest margin of difference for 
any given response was only 5%. 

What Won't and Don't They Talk About? 

We also asked students what they wouldn't talk to their 
mothers and fathers about. In general, similar topics are taboo 
with both mom and dad but differ in their rank order. For 
instance "sex" is the number one topic that young people don't 
feel comfortable discussing with either parent. Twenty three 
percent said they wouldn't talk to their mothers about sex and 
21% said the same in reference to their fathers. This shows we 
clearly have a long way to go before pregnancy prevention, via 
open discussions, can be effective in the home. 

As we have seen repeatedly, topics adolescents would not 
discuss with their fathers relate to interpersonal, social aspects 
of everyday life. Sex (21 %), feelings/intimate things (16%), 
dates (14%) and life in general (12%) were the most taboo topics 
with fathers. Alcohol and drugs was next with 10%. 

While dates, feelings, life in general-the personal, inti
mate things--rank high in terms of discomfort with fathers, . 
they are ranked lower for mothers. Teenagers feel uncomfort
able discussing sex (23%) and alcohol and drugs (16%) with 
mothers. Next was "nothing/not much" (14%), meaning there 
isn't much they would not discuss with their mother. Fourth was 
dates (12%), and fifth was feelings/intimate things (10%). 

In terms of differences between the sexes among students, 
boys are less likely to talk to their parents about alcohol and 
drugs, while girls feel very uncomfortable discussing boy
friends with either parents. There also appears to be more 
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comfort, in general, in talking with the same sex parent. While 
18% of the girls report that there is very little they would not 
discuss with their mothers (i.e., they feel they can discuss 
anything with her), only 5% report this comfort level with 
fathers. Similarly, 15% of the boys say there is little they 
wouldn't discuss with their fathers, while a smaller group (1 0%) 
say this about their mothers. 

In developmental trends, our data illustrates two primary 
patterns. One age trend relates to general comfort and ease of 
discussion with both parents. While 17% of younger adoles
cents report a general discomfort in discussing things in general 
or everything with their fathers, by older adolescence, that 
number drops to only 11%. Similarly, increasing age means an 
increasing percentage of those who report that there is nothing 
or very little that they would not discuss with their mothers. The 
exception is "sex." As age increases, so too does discomfort in 
discussing sex. Discussing sex with their children would appar
ently be easiest (if not necessary) for parents to do before high 
school. 

These are how some of the respondents described the 
topics and issues they avoid in discussions with their mothers: 

"Sex, if I do have sex. If I do drugs and things that 
would get her worried and upset." (17, female, urban) 

"Girlfriends, smoking, drinking, what I really do 
when I'm out with my friends." (17, male, rural) 

"The level of my sexual activity or my idea of party
ing." (17, female, rural) 

"Guys I Hke. She automatically says, 'No dates until 
you're sixteen.'" (14, female, urban) 

"Maybe some things about my boyfriend but if it 
became a major problem I know I could go to her and 
she would understand." (18, female, urban) 

Forbidden topics in discussions between fathers and their 
children include: 

"Personal things-friends, sex, drinking. My boy
friend or who I like." (16, female, rural) 

"Anything about my boyfriend. Deep feelings about 
almost everything." (17, female, rural) 

"We get along but I just don't usually talk with him 
about my problems." (17, female, suburban) 



CHAPTER IV 

TEENAGERS 
ADVISE THEIR 

PARENTS ON 
PARENTING 
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"The worries, troubles and 
problems of letting go of a human 

you produced who's going on 
their own. That must be the 

hardest of all." 

In this section, Youth Poll respondents are asked to step 
into the role of their own parents, to imagine what it is like to be 
responsible for raising a teenager. They reflected on the chal
lenges of guiding, disciplining and nurturing teenagers, and 
offered advice to parents on how to more effectively understand 
and relate to them. 

WHAT EVERY PARENT SHOULD KNOW 
AND DO: ADVICE FROM THEIR CHILDREN 

In the group discussions the students were asked: "If you 
were in charge of a television program which gives advice to the 
parents of teenagers, what would you want these parents to 
know?" The question elicited their image of what effective 
parents of adolescents needs to know and do, the necessary 
skills and knowledge, and the appropriate attitudes. Their 
responses were framed in terms of current gaps and deficits they 
see parents exhibiting in day-to-day behaviors toward their 
children. There were four categories of advice: 

1) Give teenagers more freedom, responsibility and 
opportunities for making decisions; 

2) Improve their basic parenting skills and attitudes; 

3) Increase their knowledge about adolescents of the 
1980's; and 

4) Relax and don't worry so much. 

The two most frequent themes appeared almost equally, each 
mentioned by about a third of the respondents. They were: 1) 
that parents must recognize that teenage children should be 
given more freedom and allowed to make more of their own 
decisions, and 2) that parents needed to treat their sons and 
daughters with more respect, empathy and understanding. 

These themes are interrelated in obvious ways. Parents 
who really understand and trust their children would likely give 
them the appropriate amounts of freedom. Alternatively, most 



conflicts about control and decision-making come from the 
normal desire on the part of adolescents to become independent, 
as one group of urban freshmen girls so eloquently suggest 

"It would, or should tell them to t>y to a<ecept their 
children as they are, with ali their faults and mishaps. 
That they may get smart with them and sometimes do 
other than what their parents advise them to do, but 
that's only bec2use they are trying to fmd the inde
pemlence they think they neec:t Once ihey find that 
they wm be oiu;,y. To discipline but not to rule them 
and control them obses§iveiy." 

Yet the two themes seem quite different. The first deals 
primarily with the actual opportunities that teenagers have to 
exercise responsibility. The second covers a wide array of 
desirable parenting auitudes and skills. For these :reasons each 
deserves separate discussion. 

More Freedom, Responsibility and 
Opportunities for Decision~Making 

This plea to be given more freedom and responsibility and 
to not overprotect adolescents took several forms. In some 
cases, covering nearly 40% of those in this category, the overall 
tone was that of feeling oppressed and infantilized their 
parents. 

Suburban youlhs were more likely than other youths to 
discuss their sense of feeling over-protected and not allowed to 
exercise much judgement and choice-making. They argued that 
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freedom to make their own decisions was a right due them, 
because for aU intents and purposes they were adults. These 
students saw the issue of freedom as black or white. A teenager 
either had this freedom or didn't! They seldom discussed any 
circumstances in which freedom ought to be curtailed. 

These youths expressed the problem with terms like: "you 
should realize that we're not stupid and ignorant;" and "we're 
not children anymore, we are growing up and parents simply 
must recognize that their sons and daughters are almost adults." 
Among those expressing this sense of oppression, a typical 
piece of advice for parents was, "Let us do what we want." 
Exemplifying what was said by those who make their case in 
more stark, immature terms, are these statements: 

"Just give us more freedom, don't grm.I.JIId kids, don't 
get invol.ved in theiT l\iodal. Uve." (uirban, mixed) 

"Let them grow up; give them freedom. We have 
rights and ll!Jiuierstand thing!> !lS much as they do." 
(suburban, female) 

"Leave us alone, Wl!!'re not as dumb as they think Will 

!i!R"e, we're groWEJJ up!' (suburban, female) 

"Gllve them freedom. Ql!!!it ragging on them! Believe 
when your kids say they don't use. After twelve 
ml.dnight nothing ch~~Jnges. It's okay to be out.'' (sub~ 
urban, mbmd) 

"Te~E;nagen: want to Ol!t morell!lnd enjoy thdr life. 
They want to do thmgl'i on ~heir own"" (!"u:ral., mixed) 



"We're no Hi Hie chilldren, Stop treating us m~e babl.es. 
We're responsible for oursdves!" (sul.nurban, maEe) 

"Not to he so strict. We have OlJ!r own mind~>, give us 
~room to grow up, Let us go olJlt and expe:riel!llce Ufe; 
we're not as stupid as !lome peopRe thhllk." (nu"al, 
female) 

"Let kids do what they want, Don'tteil. them what ym! 
think should do." (urb1a2n, female) 

There v;as al.so another voice, more mature and thought
ful, arguing for more freedom and responsibility. A11d, this 
voice was actually the more dominant, coming from about 60% 

Parents need to drarnatically 
improve their basic 

parenting skills and attitudes. 

of those discussing this iheme. It suggested that one must 
practice responsibility in order to become a responsible adult In 
this less hostile discussion about freedom, making one's own 
decisions was viewed. as a learning opportunity, not just an 
absolute right 

These students suggested that deeper learning about one's 
capabilities occurred when one was allowed to experience the 
consequences of their decisions first-hru1d, both the mistakes 
and the successeso Some specifically suggested there were some 
parameters around which teenagers could make choices. These 
were typically defined as "within reason." Others said that 
parents ought to allow their children as much freedom as 
possible, but that when they repeatedly abused this 
restrictions should be imposed. These are some examples of this 
notion that freedom is the practice of responsibility. 

"P~rents shound Ret them mske mistakes llmt aRso 
them out. They shm!ld them a few dumces and nf 
the idds gets too bad, then JPitUJ.ish them. They shmllld 
allow a child some .responsibility." (nm!R, mL'Krzd) 

"Give them some room to breathe a little bU and net 
them leariT! by their mistakes!' (sl.dmrb:m, :mi.Jt:ed) 

"They c:f!.n't be too stri.d: bMt yet they need to have 
some con~rct Let their lr.i.ds grow up. Give them :siJme 

(w!thin rea!lon) b:reathl.ng room." (iilubu:rl:mn, male) 

"Let them make their own mistakes. Tell them l:l.ow 
you feen and let them dedde if they agree with you, 
Give them freedom of 'choke with what they wa!lt to 
do, within reason." (!lubu:rb::m, 
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"Give your kids some space, 'tmt be there when they 
need yoilll." (snbmrban, male) 

"Don't be overprotective, ~et go. Allow them to :make 
their own dedsioru; and thek own mistakil!s. It's aU 

of gr<>wing up. Be the:re but don't ill:lterfeJre." 
(snbul!'bal!ll, female) 

"Give the kids as much freedom a§ po§s~b.le. Other
wisl!! they are going to :rebel and th!.ngs win be wor!>e." 
(rural, maed) 

Improve Their Basic Parenting Skills and 
Attitudes 

Closely related to the discussion of freedom, but a theme 
in and of itself, is that parents need to dramatically improve their 
basic parenting skills and attitudes. They should have more 
trust, empathy and respect for their children. They ought to 
individualize their treatment of each child in the family. They 
should practice open, honest communication. And, they should 
clearly demonstrate their care, love and affection for their 
childreno 

Of an the specific skills discussed, the most frequent 
theme (more than half the respondents in this category) was that 
parents ought to communicate more sensitively, openly, ru1d 
reasonably. They wanted parents to listen more, to be more 
open-minded, not to jump to conclusions, to talk more, not yell 
and keep tailing, Females were three times more likely than 
males to ask for these changes. 

Typically, the advice about improved parenting skills 
mentioned a wide array of needed competencies: 

~·Be open mi!llded. Try to understand where they are 
coming from alll.d try to teach tbl!:l:m to be ope~ mbuied. 
Show l.ove openly." (suburb2n. mixed) 

"Teach thilm to talk with the!Jt kids. T~reat them with 
the !il!m<e r!l§ped as they treat other adults. Don't ille 
afrai.d to l:all[ about at!l:l.ytidng, like tmu::hy !lubjects Ulke 
sex !hnd pl.dJ>erty." (:rural, female) 

"Unde:rst::md and l;;eep communkation Rines open all 
the tlime. Provide tn.n!il:.Iftbey accuse an the time, l.ddt> 
wm get mad and actuaily start doing things. Don't 
3\nways jump to condm>ions, unde.-stand and 
them gJJ ch:ance to p:rove themselves, let them know you 
t~tust them and that they can com~ to you with their 
probRems.'' (:rural, female) 

"Don't be qui.ck to judge. Le~ them be hu:lividlll!llls. Try 
to communicate; more iUi.d better with kids." (rural, 
female) 

"Explai.Jri to kids why they 1>ay 'NO'and li!l<Kli~ just 
'because.' Somet~mes guve them a reasol:l for wanting 
tolil.nd things olllit. Talk t<J kid::> more. Use ~rather 

t~an ruh;s.'' f-emale) 

'"! want my TV program to tell tb!! that 
should U:;;ten ~o theh' chndren, lil.ear tllJ.<eir' '"~''"""'"'' 



aches, woes. Share their children's sorrow, their ups 
and downs." (suburban, mixed) 

"If you have more than one kid, treat them an differ~ 
ently to go with their different pe:rsonaUties. Because 
each one is different in their own ways." (:rural, 
female) 

"Treat them like they know what they're talking 
about so they feel more confident. Our views are 
worth something"" (rural, mixed) 

"Trust them um.m they do smnethmg which causes the 
trust to be lost." (rural, mixed) 

"Teenagers want to tal.k to their parents more than 
parents realize." (rural, mixed) 

"Instead of always being after them about thing!>, 
listen to thei.r opinion and a!ways :r12member to talk 
i111.stead of yen!" (rural, mixed) 

Increase Parents' Knowledge About 
Adolescents of the 1980's 

The third major theme, mentioned about 15% of the 
Youth Poll respondents, was that the TV show designed and 
written by teenagers should try to increase parents' knowledge 
about adolescents of the 1980's. This was especially so wi~h 
respect to the different pressures contemporary youth face 
compared to teenagers of their parents' generationo One dimen
sion of this theme was that teenagers are growing up in a new 
time, one parents may not reaHy understand, and are 
growing up faster. 

"Parents don't know aU that goes o:n in tbeilr cbil.d's 
Ufe; they have to let thei.!f teenager do things !lom.e
times even il' they don't ag!fee, because times are 
d:n:m.gl.ng!' ml.xred) 

"We'd w:.mt them to know wb.at it's Hke to be a 
teenager !n the 80's." (urban, mixed) 

"Explain why the music w<~:: Uke aJ?pe:ds to U§, why we 
Ul<;:e certah!L kh111:lls of dothes." (suburban, female) 

"Ten them :!bout ~he pressures that the cbHdren are 
under ll!nd the changes they are experiencing" Ti.:m.es 
have changed and. the teenagers oftoday are different 
than before. Values have changed too." (nuai, :mixed) 

Another dimension discussed under this theme was that 
parents need to know more about adolescent sexuality, drugs, 
and alcohol, and the pressures to conform and achieve that their 
teenagers face. 

":U'!l no secret what kids do (sex, drinking). 
We're not as Innocent as they think we areo They have 
to learn to accept what the 80's are like, we're not as 
innocelll\t as they were in the sweet 50's. Times nave 
changed and people have to change to adapt to the 
times." (rural, female) 

"Ten them everything about teenage sexual.ity, drug 
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awareness (help them rmd out if their kl.d is a drug~ 
gie), drinking and driving!' (urban, mixed) 

"Tell. them more about sex, drugs, AIDS, coming in 
third, violence, cars, crime, peer pressure, PRES
SURE, PRESSURE, PRESSURE." (!ru.Jra:l, mixed) 

Some respondents said that parents need to know and 
accept that their children are experimenting with drugs, alcohol 
and sex. 

Parents need know more 
about adolescent sexuality9 drugs, 

and alcohol2 and the pressures 
conform and achieve. 

"Sexual freedoms are be:re to stay mmd soc!.ety's mor· 
al§ have changed to a more M.beTh·al state." (sublllt:rbiiin, 
maie) 

"Let them know that their kid!l arll drbJJ.kmg ~nd 
driving con§tantly!' (!Iuburban, mixed) 

Others suggested that the message to parenitS should 
emphasize that not every teen who tries drugs and sex is either 
addicted or promiscuous. 

.. All teenagers llllf(l!) ~ot drug lllillldids and d:rugs wm lii.Ot 

destroy your tCb.Ud's mind!' (u:rbaltll, male) 

"Wbetbe:r they know and like it or not, tb.ei:r chU<dren 
have some S!:lXWid ~xpedence (not necessadly inteJF
cour§e). Kids are hlllm~nn too and need lov\1')!' (u:rb~m, 
mixed) 

"Your ldd:!l wm expe:rimenlt with ~.h·ugs !lllllid akollmE. 
Yet, kid§ wm U!>"ill!illy ~urn out OK." (!llllbll!.rbarn, fe~ 

Parental Anxiety and Worry 

Parental anxiety and worry was the next most frequent 
theme. It was discussed by about 10% of the students. The 
majority of this group, which was overwhelmingly female, 
wished to reassure anxious, suspicious parents, telling them that 
teenagers were not as wild and out-of-control as often por
trayed. The message they wished to get across was to 
RELAX. 

"Tell them to lighten up l!lnd not worry so mudn, Kids 
are :responsl.Me and not as easi:ly influenced as yolll 

think"" (urban, female) 



"That teenagers are not all bad, and they do do good 
things." (urban, female) 

"Don't worry so much, because we can take care of 
ourselves somewhat." (rural, female) 

"Don't be so suspicious. We are regular people too. 
We're not all bad and not trying to ruin the universe." 
(urban, mixed) 

"We are not always problem children. We can be 
trusted. We don't only care about drugs, music, or 
sex. We do our homework and care about other 
people. We are more influenced by religion." (urban, 
female) 

However, some of the responses which fell into this 
parental worry and anxiety category took the opposite view
point. These claimed that parents would really be worried if 
they knew what was going on. They described, as the popular 
media does, a picture of teenagers as impulsive and excessive 
users of drugs, alcohol and sex. It should be noted that this 
expose of teen life only accounted for about4% of all responses, 
and almost always came from males. 

"That teenagers aren't as good as the parents think 
they are." (rural, mixed) 

"Your kids aren't as nice and sweet as they seem. Kids 
are smarter than parents think they are." (rural, 
male) 
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"That your children are out on Friday nights getting 
and trying to have sex. They're doing it all the time. 
Wise up!" (suburban, male) 

CHALLENGES OF RAISING ADOLESCENTS 

Students were asked in the group discussion "What do 
you think is the hardest thing about being the parent of a 
teenager today?" The responses reveal that young people have 
both a good sense of what is on the minds of their parents, and 
considerable empathy for their plight. Only two groups were 
unable to answer the question, saying "we have no idea because 
we aren't parents." 

Adolescents apparently perceive that many problems and 
issues face parents, since only two items were discussed by at 
least 20% of the respondents. These were "keeping them from 
getting into trouble" and "coping with the generation gap." 
Nine separate problems or issues emerged as the "hardest 
things" about raising teenagers. Some summed it up, with 
"having children." 

What seemed hardest of all, with 27% of the responses 
falling into this category, was keeping them from getting into 
trouble. This was expressed both as a global statement and as a 
more specific set of worries about particular dangers such as 
sex, drugs, drinking, and car accidents. 

"Worrying where they are at three in the morning. If 
they're on drugs, involved with alcohol or having 
sex." (suburban, mixed) 

''Worry about what they do and howtheywillkeep out 
of trouble and prison." (suburban, male) 

"There is a great influence toward being sexually 
active, drinking at all the keggers and at the big 
parties. The buyers ( ofbeer and liquor) are very easily 
found." (rural, mixed) 

"There are many bad things that can influence a 
teenager and that must really scare them." (urban, 
mixed) 

"Unknowns about the child's social life (drugs, sex, 
etc.) Trying to keep them straight-no drugs and 
drinking." (rural, mixed) 

''Where the teenager is (is he/she dead, hurt, etc)." 
(urban, mixed) 

"Worrying about their sex lives." (suburban, female) 

Youth Poll respondents thought the second most difficult 
challenge to parents was understanding this generation of 
adolescents. Twenty percent of the responses fell into this 
category. The emphasis here was on changes in the values and 
attitudes of teenagers since their parents were young. Attention 
was given to the fast pace of teen life today, the greater 
independence, more privileges, and diminished closeness of 
families. 



"They can't get used to the new ways. Kids are 
different from now to then." (suburban, mixed) 

"Kids are growing up so much faster and have so 
much independence. Life is much different than when 
they were growing up. We have more privileges, more 
sexuality activity." (rural, mixed) 

"Trying to figure out why they do and think the things 
they do, and having to give up a little of their authority 
compared to their parents." (rural, mixed) 

"Different generations do things differently. When, 
they were younger they did things different from 
today." (suburban, mixed) 

"Understanding us. Just being parents trying to fig
ure out what we're going to do next. Dealing with 
secrecy." (rural, female) 

Several groups recognized that "understanding adoles
cents" was a very complex undertaking because teenagers often 
don't understand their own actions and motivations. 

"Coping with and understanding them when teens 
don't really understand themselves." (urban, mixed) 

"Kids want to be their own parents, but don't really 
understand what they're doing and why they're doing 
it." (urban, female) 

The next largest category, mentioned by 12% of the 
discussion groups, was for parents to know how to discipline 
appropriately, how strict to be, and how much freedom to 
extend. As noted in the discussion about advice teenagers would 
give on how to be more effective parents, this was the leading 
issue. About 40% of the student advised parents to give their 
children more freedom and responsibility. It appears that teen
agers do not believe it is an overwhelmingly difficult proposi
tion to determine the correct balance between freedom and 
restrictions, given only 12% listed it as one of the "hardest 
things" about being a parent. The amount of freedom they can . 
handle must appear to the majority of teenagers to be a rela
tively clear-cut decision. 

''When to let them do what they want or when to stop 
telling them what they can and cannot do, like what 
their curfew is." (suburban, mixed) 

"Allowing them freedom but having them do it safely. 
Regulating freedom, like driving a car." (rural, mixed) 

"Trying to do what's best for them without making 
them upset with you. Give them as much freedom as 
they can handle." (rural, female) 

In the next largest category of responses (9% of groups), 
teenagers tried to step outside themselves and look at their 
behavior through the eyes of their parents. They criticized what 
they perceived to be distasteful and offensive behavior on the 
part of teenagers, such as being obstinate and arrogant, lying, 
and not listening to their parents. Twice as many all-females as 
all-male groups mentioned this category. 
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"They're snots! They won't listen. They want to do 
their own thing." (suburban, female) 

"Teenagers think they know everything and don't 
listen to their parents and vice versa. Teenagers like 
to party and get drunk." (rural, female) 

"Teenagers can be a pain." (urban, female) 

"Being able to separate the garbage from the truth." 
(urban, mixed) 

"Having kids that mouth off." (suburban, male) 

"Coping with withdrawal or aggressive behavior." 
(suburban, mixed) 

"Having disrespectful, bratty kids, having to cater to 
their taste, having children that abuse drugs and 
alcohol, having runaways, having kids that stay out all 
night, stubborn kids." (urban, female) 

Coping with or providing countervailing pressure to in
fluence from peers was cited by 8% of the discussion groups as 
the next biggest challenge to parents. Here, peer influence was 
always viewed as a powerful, negative force which parents 
would wish to diminish. Male groups were far more likely to 
discuss negative peer pressure than were female groups. 

"Some teenagers just belong to the wrong kind of 
friends. Then it's kind of hard for parents to get 
involved. You can tell the people what you want them 
to do, but do they do it?" (urban, male) 

"The hardest thing we think would be to teach the kids 
to stay away from the bad influences of peer pressure 
which can be very powerful." (rural, male) 

"The worry that your teenage child will become 
involved and in trouble with kids that always get into 
trouble." (urban, male) 

In contrast to the male concern about dealing with nega
tive peer influence, accepting that your child is growing up by 
"letting go" was almost always a female concern. This category 
was cited as frequently as peer pressure, by 8% of all respon
dents, but does demonstrate a higher level of empathy toward 
their parents and a higher level of cognitive complexity. Also 
included in this category is the realization that parents of 
adolescents are faced with a loss of control over their children, 
certainly in contrast to the amount of influence they had when 
their children were younger. 

Students who discussed this theme seem to understand 
both the developmental changes that occur over time as a parent 
adapts to the growing independence and competence of their 
child, as well as the sense of loss that parents feel as their.child 
grows up and away from them. 

"Coping with the loss of a son/daughter as they get 
older." (suburban, female) 

"Realizing that you can't do anything about their kids 
doing wrong things." (rural, mixed) 



"Teenagers compete with parents for being in control 
and it's hard to keep authority over your teenager." 
(urban, female) 

"Letting them have their own life-not yours any
more-and just letting go." (suburban, female) 

"The worries, troubles and problems of letting go of a 
human you produced who's going on their own. That 
must be the hardest of all." (urban, female) 

The next three issues were all mentioned by about 5% of 
the groups. These were the cost of raising children, teaching 
moral values effectively, and concerns about school and educa
tion. The economic challenge of parenting, trying to make ends 
meet, was seldom elaborated on except to say that "it's very 
expensive to have teenagers in the home." 

"Car insurance, cost of raising kids." (rural, mixed) 

"Price of things, expenses for college, all costs of 
raising the child." (suburban, female) 

Knowing the "right" answers to the "big questions" about 
how to live one's life, and choosing a life direction, were 
considered another major challenge for parents. Some students 
wondered how parents cope with having to know how to best 
teach moral, religious beliefs in a relativistic environment, 
when the best or right answer is not clear or available. Some, the 
more sophisticated and complex thinkers, realized how difficult 
it must be to not have "the truth" when parents are supposed to 
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be the authorities, the wise ones. 

"Knowing if you're doing the right thing, the right 
way to be directing them for the future." (suburban, 
male) 

"Trying to teach them morals without pushing them 
too hard. Giving children advice, because they won
der if they gave the kid the right answer." (rural, 
mixed) 

''Not knowing what decisions to make. It is right or 
wrong?" (suburban, female) 

Surprisingly infrequently cited (only 3% of groups) was 
the theme of helping their child succeed in and cope with 
schooling and education. One may safely assume that this topic 
occupies a great deal of family time in terms of conflict and 
arguments about homework, school achievement and the like. 
But, even when we included concerns about the next educa
tional hurdle, getting into college, the number of responses was 
still low. It might suggest that for the majority of teenagers and 
their families, issues of educational achievement are not top 
priorities. 

''Worrying that they won't go to college." (rural, 
mixed) 

"Pushing them to get good grades." (suburban, fe
male) 



I 
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Loss a parent, and related 
fears about illness aging, was 

the most frequent worry cited by 
high school students. 

GRADING PARENTAl PERFORMANCE 

A strikingly high proportion of Minnesota high school 
students expressed satisfaction with their parents' perforraance 
as parents. Approximately three-quarters of all parents received 
a grade of A orB. Mothers were graded higher than fathers, with 
52% receiving A's in contrast to 37% of fathers. 

The reasons that parents received high grades or B) 
were for being empathic, humane, good communicators, and 
trying their best to be effective parents. Most of the 14% of 
parents who received C's were described by their children as 
being "jusR average." Less than 10% of parents received D's or 
F' s, and the reasons given were that these parents were neglect~ 
ful, disrespectful, and psychologically or physically absent 

ADOlESCENTS~ CONCERNS ABOUT THEIR 
FAMILIES 

Major Wort"ies 

Loss of a parent, and related fears about illness and aging, 
was the most frequent worry cited by high school students. This 
was followed the quality of family relationships, financial 
problems, and conflict with siblings. The crisis orientation 
toward catastrophic loss of a parent through death, divorce or 
il.lness was more pronounced among the younger students (14 
and 15-yem-olds), while more mundane concerns such as the 
quality of relationships, economic issues and parental well
being increased as the students reached their senior year. 

~mpact of Divorce on Adolescents 

Very strong negative emotions such as betrayal, rejection, 
deep insecurity, feeling caught in the middle, confusion and 
guilt characterized more that two~ thirds of the responses regard
ing the effect of divorce on teenagers. Only 7% suggested that 
divorce could have positive effects on the teenager concerned, 
such as relief or becoming more independent and self-reliant. 



About 14% were neutral in tone, arguing that particular circum
stances would determine the effect. 

More than half the groups of respondents reported that 
teenage girls experienced more pain and sadness from a divorce 
than did their brothers. Yet they also argued that young men 
were more likely to become aggressive and self-destructive as 
a result of a divorce. About 30% thought there were no real 
differences between the reactions of teenaged males and fe
males. 

Approximately two-thirds of the respondents indicated 
that adolescents experience more emotional distress during a 
divorce than do their younger siblings, mainly because their 
more thorough comprehension of the events led to greater pain 
and loss. 

A full 75% of respondents stated that teenagers have the 
ability and the right to choose their living situation and/or the 
parent with whom they would stay after the divorce. 

RECIPROCAL INFLUENCES AND 
COMMUNICATION PATTERNS BETWEEN 
TEENAGERS AND PARENTS 

Peer vs. Parental Influence 

More than 75% of the students believed they were more 
influenced by friends than family. Decreasing parental influ
ence does not appear, however, to be related to disharmony or 
hostility toward parents. Quite the contrary, in facti Students 
described a general sense of acceptance and approval from their 
families. 

Although friends were perceived as peers with whom one 
can say or do most anything, friendships also appeared to 
produce anxiety and distress in the lives of teenagers. Peer 
pressure, in terms of the need to be accepted, to impress others 
and be popular, was also a major facet of youth's perspective on 
friendship. 

Parents were more influential in certain arenas, peers in 
others, and these are not necessarily conflicting spheres of 
influence. Friends have more influence in the social and recrea
tional arenas, while basic values, morals, spirituality and future 
plans regarding education and careers are more influenced by 
parents than peers. 

How Teenagers Influence Their Parents 

Young people appeared to be the experts and consultants, 
perhaps even trend setters with respect to popular aesthetics. 
For example, parents ask their children's advice about what to 
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wear, how to style their hair, what gifts to buy, and how to 
decorate the house. 

Students perceive they have far less influence on their 
fathers than on their mothers. More than two and one-half times 
as many respondents report they have little or no influence on 
their fathers compared to similar reports about their mothers 
(17% vs. 45%). 

Youth poll respondents perceive that they are more influ
ential in personal, intimate matters with their mothers than their 
fathers. They also tend to talk to mothers about more social, 
interpersonal issues like friends, dates and family issues. Con
versely, they discuss more impersonal subjects with their fa
thers, such as cars, jobs, sports and money. 

Communication Patterns and Content 

Despite the so-called sexual revolution, the number #1 
topic which young people do not feel comfortable discussing 
with their parents remains sex. Other taboo topics include drugs 
and alcohol, feelings and intimate matters, and dates. 

TEENAGERS OFFER ADVICE ON 
PARENTING 

Adolescents thought their parents needed to improve their 
parenting in three major areas. About one-third of the respon
dents suggested that teenagers should be given more freedom 
and allowed to make more of their own decisions. 

Another third argued that parents ought to have more 
trust, empathy and respect for their children through individu
alizing the way they treat each child; practicing open, honest 
communication and; finally, clearly demonstrating their care, 
love and affection for their children. 

Lessfrequentlymentioned(15%)wasthatparentsneeded 
to increase their knowledge about adolescents of the 1980's, 
particularly how the pressures contemporary youth face are 
different than those faced by teenagers of their parents' genera
tion. 

Challenges of Raising Adolescents 

To adolescents, the hardest thing about being a parent of 
a teenager was perceived to be keeping him or her from getting 
into trouble. Second most difficult was for parents to understand 
this current generation of adolescents. Other challenges in
cluded knowing how to discipline appropriately, coping with 
distasteful and offensive behavior of teenagers, dealing with 
peer influence, and accepting that a teenaged child is growing 
up by "letting go." 



Too understand normal 
adolescent 

The find.ings of t.hits Youth PoH d,emtmstrate that the 
of young Minnesotans Jln our s~udy Hve in families 

where the is n1ot st1·ife; affection not 
Less 

and abiding ties between adolescents and their 
parents ·was the norm. For the :frear tee:nagers 
have abou~ the:ir family is the loss of a pare111t lhmugh death or 
dliYorce. Adolescents report that they, not ym1nger children, are 
far rarn.ore to experience "'"'"''"''"'-''4"" 
dlu .. ring a divorce, Such responses away 
fi·om commitments and com•ections to the fanmily. 

,,VhHe these pauems have been found in a sedes of other 
studies ami 1965; Konopka, 
1976; Cromer, the popula1r. view continues to be that 
teenagers are in open rebellion agrunst llheir parents, alienated 
from family life, and have rejected parenwJ values:. If 1this \>Vere 
not the case, "how-to" sections of book stores would not be so 
fined with parenting mal\1\ualls titled such as "How to Survive 
Your Teenager," "The Nine Most Troublesome Teenage Prob
lems and How 1:0 Solve ""How to Surviv'e Your Adoles
cent's Adolescence," "Helpmg Yom Teenager Deal With Stress," 
and "Stop Struggling Wiih Your Teenager." And, fewer semi
nars would be offered with such prejudici:ail titlles as "The 
Obnoxious Teenager." 

is it so difficult for adults to the notion that 
family hannony :and generational respect and affection are 
typical? this is not Ill new it has persisted almost 
without abatement from earliest civilizations. 
!tablet discovered while~""'~""'""' 
the following "Om ge1rnex·auon 
unheard~of-actions of om younger generations ;;ue allowed to 
continue" 

Current auhudes toward adolescents seem at least as 



hostile and fearful. Hardly a day passes without the report of 
new and ever more discouraging analyses about troubled teen
agers, teen pregnancy, adolescent suicide, drug and alcohol 
abuse, delinquency. Given this environment, it doesn't seem 
surprising that adults would have a difficult time accepting a 
different, more positive view of adolescents. 

Secondly, too few adults understand normal adolescent 
development. Challenge and conflict between parents and their 
adolescent children is necessary and healthy. Both parents and 
teenagers are almost inescapably ambivalent toward the adoles
cent's growing independence. It's inevitable that adolescents 
will feel constrained by parental protection, as the youth in this 
poll articulated. It's typical for adults to treat adolescents as less 
capable and responsible than the young people perceive them
selves to be. 

The tendency to overprotect adolescents may be particu-
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larly strong today as parents are constantly assaulted by head
lines and anecdotes about the dangers facing their teenaged 
children. Yet, adolescent's normal pattern of desiring increas
ing doses of freedom and responsibility is often distortedly 
viewed as evidence of disrespect for and disaffection from their 
parents. 

It would be far easier and more satisfying to be a parent of 
a teenager if there was widespread acceptance of the reality of 
generational continuity and harmony. If parents realized that 
their children have empathy and respect for the job they are 
doing as parents, a new atmosphere of cooperation might 
develop. Rather than the relationship being an adversarial one, 
that is, "keeping the barbarians in line," a more democratic, 
cooperative spirit between teenagers and parents might emerge. 
We hope that the insights young people in this poll offered will 
contribute toward such an enlightened attitud~ about parent
adolescent relationships. 
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L 'i'Jhat 2" li'lhat is your sex'? you:c , qrade? 
~- - ~-

female male 

3. v:Yhat: is the name of your school? 
--------~-~---

LJ. In hrhat '~>lere you raised? (CHECK ALL THA'I' 

1~." Rornan 
---B, Protestant 

Co Je1•Yish 
~-D, No religion 

E" Other 

5. ~Jhai: is your backg:rcound? (CHECI\ ALL THAT APPLY) 

6, 

7. 

8. 

With 

l1., Black 
Hispanic 

whom do you 

A, Father 
B. Stepfather 

--C, l-ioth.er 
-~ D. Stepmother· 

live'? (CHECK 

E, 
~-

F. 

Please list the ages of your 

A.GES OF BROTHERS: 

C. Native Jl.merican 
~-D" lilhite 

ALL THAT APPLY} 

Brothers and/or sisters 
Stepbrothers/Stepsisters 
Other Relatives 
Foster Parents 

b:rother·s and sisters: 

AGES OF SISTERS: 

E~~ Asian 
Other 

I, Group Home 
---J. Legal Guardian 
--K. Other 

------~--------~-

Hhich of the follo11Jing best describe you and your family (CHECK ALL THAT APPLY) 
Joint custody situation 

--time "Wlith each parent) are separated 
parents are divorced 

have alwavs lived with both 
====Other (plea;e specify) : 

__ Single parent family {full 
time with one parent) 

9o What is your mother's and father's 
FOR YOUR !:10THER AND ONE FOR YOUR FATHER) 

step parent's) occupation? (CHECK ONE ITEM 

~10THER FATHER 
A. Laborer, service worker (waitress, janitor) 
B. Semi-skilled (bus driver, day 
C. clerical, office worker, sales clerk 
D" , computer technician) 
E, t1anaaer I administrator 
F. Professional nurse, doctor,. lawyer) 
G. Business executive, owner of business 

1 !L No Job home 
I I. Don't know 

L~.=-~~-------~~~~~~=· ~~rurr=ll 
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10. What was the highest level of schooling completed by your mother and your 
father? (CHECK ONE ITEM FOR YOUR MOTHER AND ONE FOR YOUR FATHER) 

MOTHER FATHER 
A. Some high school 
B. Completed high school 
C. Vocational or technical training or some college 
D. Completed college 
E. Some graduate or professional school 
F. Completed graduate or professional school 

11. Which of the following best describes your grades so far? (CHECK ONLY ONE) 

A. Mostly A's 
--B. About half A's and half B' s 

E. Mostly C's 
--F. About half C' s and half D's 

--c. Mostly B' s 
--D. About half B' s and half C' s 

--G. Mostly D's 
--H. Mostly below D's 

12a. When you want to talk about things that are important to you or problems that 
you have, what kinds of things do you talk to your MOTHER about? 

12b. What kinds of things wouldn't you talk to her about? 

13a. When you want to talk about things that are important to you or problems that 
you have, what kinds of things do you talk to your FATHER about? 

13b. What kinds of things wouldn't you talk to him about? 

14a. What do you like best about the way your parent(s) treat you? 

14b. What do you like least about the way your parent(s) treat you? 

15. Using the "A-F" grading system, give each of your parents a grade for their 
performance as your parents. 

Mother's Grade: 
Give your reason for assigning this grade -----------------------------

Father's Grade: 
Give your reason for assigning this grade _________________________ ___ 

16. When you think about your family, what is the thing you worry about most? 
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APPENDIX B 

GROUP QUESTIONNAIRE 

Minnesota Youth Poll 

YOUTHS VIEWS ON THE FAMILY 

We would like some information about the members of your discussion group: 

Number of: Freshmen__ Sophomores__ Juniors Seniors 

Number of: Females Males 

Instructions for the Recorder 

The recorder's job is most important. Without clear, accurate and complete notes of 
the group discussion we will not have a good understanding of your group's opinions. 

The recorder's job is to write down as much as possible of what is being said in 
response to the questions. Don't decide what would he important for us to know; just 
write down whatever people say. Encourage everyone's participation and opinions. 

1) Read each question out loud to your group. 

2) On the lines provided, indicate the question number and begin writing 
everything and anything people say in response to the question. 

3) After everyone has spoken, go on to the next question. 

4) Before you begin, please read this paragraph to your group: 

As group members, please try to make it easy to record your 
comments by talking slowly and clearly. This does not mean 
that your answers have to be well planned or carefully 
worded, although clarity would certainly help. You can be 
assured of confidentiality since no names will be recorded. 
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Page 1 

l, Many adults today say that young people are more influenced by their 
friends than by their families. Do you agree with this statement? 

2. In what parts of your 
your family? 

do your friends have more influence than 

3. In what parts of your life does your family have more influence than 
your friends? 

Page 2 

1. How are teenagers affected if their parents get divorced? 

2. Does divorce affect teenagers differently than younger children? 
How? 

3. Does divorce affect than girls? How? 

4. When divorce occurs; what role should teenage children have in 
deciding where they will live? 
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Page 3 

1. If you were in charge of a television program which gives advice to 
the parents of teenagers, what would you want these parents to know? 

2. Is there any difference between the way your parents treated you in 
grade school and the way they treat you now? If so, what's different? 

Page 4 

1. In what parts of your life does your MOTHER have the greatest 
influence over you? 

2. In what parts of your life does your FATHER have the greatest 
influence over you? 

3. In what parts of your family life do YOU have the greatest influence 
over your mother? 

4. In what parts of your life do YOU have the greatest influence over 
your father? 
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