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Adolescence, the developmental period typically associated with the teenage years (though
sometimes thought to extend into the early 20s), is a time of significant biological, cognitive,
and social changes that have profound effects on an individual’s psychological experience
and gender development. With the onset of puberty comes new hormonal influences on a
child’s appearance, self-image, and behavior. Adolescence is also a period of great cognitive
development as the brain matures and teens become capable of more complex and
sophisticated reasoning. Socially, peer relationships become more important, and teens begin
to seek greater autonomy from their parents and distance from siblings. From the family
systems theory perspective, children and parents are separate but interconnected subunits of
the larger system (the family) and are perpetually influencing and reacting to each other.
Therefore, an adolescent’s experience of these transitions will necessarily affect the rest of the
family system. Likewise, family members’ personal and life course transitions, such as
reaching middle age for parents and leaving home for siblings, will affect the individual
teenager’s development.

Throughout all of these transitions and experiences, gender is an important factor. This entry
examines the ways in which gender and family relationships interact to affect adolescent
development and psychosocial outcomes. Although males and females have similar
developmental experiences during adolescence and are treated similarly by their parents, it is
useful to consider how gender affects family-teen relationships, the influence of parents and
siblings on teens’ ongoing gender development, and the impact of interactions between
gender and family relationships on adolescents’ mental health, risk-taking behaviors, and
other factors associated with health and well-being.

Parent-Child Relationships

Parent-child relationships are the interactions between individual parents and their individual
children, including things such as communication, conflict, the amount and quality of time
spent together, and support. Irrespective of gender, adolescence has traditionally been
thought of as a time of “storm and stress” caused by hormonal changes during puberty and
characterized by personal angst and conflict in close relationships. Psychoanalytic theorists
Sigmund Freud and, later, Anna Freud believed that hormonal changes during puberty led to
Oedipal urges that set the stage for unstable familial relationships. Later theory focused on
the teen’s quest for autonomy and ego identity as central to adolescent development and
relationships. Contemporary researchers and theorists have pulled back from the assumption
that conflict is primary to family relationships with teens and, instead, have found that
adolescents report generally positive relationships with their parents. Certainly, parent-child
relationships tend to decrease in closeness and increase in conflict during the teen years, but
these changes are relatively short-lived and well negotiated by families. Studies have found
that strife tends to be focused on day-to-day issues, like curfews and rules, rather than on
differences in core values and beliefs. In fact, teens’ values tend to be more closely aligned
with those of their parents than with those of their peers. Parents and teens also report
positive changes in their relationships during this time as teens’ cognitive growth enables
them to have more “adult” conversations and interactions.

Few differences have been found to exist between adolescent boys and girls with regard to
the quality or types of parent-child relationships. There are more similarities than differences
in male and female adolescents’ conflict, quality of relationship, and connectedness with their
parents. In general, parents appear to treat adolescent girls and boys similarly. Some
exceptions have been found in studies looking at changes in parent-child relationships across
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the substages of adolescence (early, middle, and late), such that girls in late adolescence
tend to report more communication, interdependence, and connectedness with parents than
their male counterparts. For late-adolescent boys and their parents, the relationship seems to
center on the teens’ desire for independence, whereas girls appear to interact with their
parents to find a balance between independence and connectedness.

Greater differences are found when examining the gender of the parent, and it has become
clear that mothers and fathers have distinct influences on their children. Studies have shown
that teens tend to have more intense relationships with mothers than with fathers. This
intensity manifests in positive ways, such as emotional closeness, comfort in discussing
personal matters, and greater amounts of time spent together, as well as in negative ways,
like more frequent fighting and the perception by teens that mothers are more controlling.
This is seen most strongly in mother-daughter relationships. Conversely, adolescents perceive
their fathers as more emotionally distant and less involved in their day-to-day lives. Consistent
with gender role socialization, in which males are encouraged to be less emotionally
expressive, fathers and sons express less affection for each other than mothers and
daughters. Father-daughter relationships are the least connected among the four parent-child
dyads.

The literature is filled with data supporting the importance of father involvement and with
evaluations of interventions to increase such involvement. When fathers are more directly and
intimately involved in their male or female teenagers’ lives and show greater warmth and
connectedness, an abundance of studies have found positive academic, behavioral, and
emotional outcomes among the youth. There is a clear trend toward increasing father
involvement in play and caregiving activities with young children, but with adolescents, fathers
spend more time in recreational activities with their children, whereas mothers spend more
time in caregiving work. As traditional parental roles continue to evolve, it will be interesting to
see if, over time, fathers take on a greater share of caregiving responsibilities as their children
progress through adolescence.

Sibling Relationships

Less extensive work has been done in understanding sibling relationships during
adolescence, particularly in the context of gender. It is known that the adolescent’s push to
establish independence and autonomy affects sibling relationships as well as parent-child
relationships. In particular, some studies find that the closeness and intensity of sibling
relationships decrease as they spend more time with peers and less time at home. Other
studies have found that, in spite of less time spent together, the emotional attachment
between siblings remains relatively stable across adolescence and into early adulthood.
Whereas parents and teenagers experience some increase in conflict during adolescence,
siblings appear to have less conflictive relationships as they move in different directions.

Sister relationships tend to have higher levels of intimacy than brother-sister or brother-
brother relationships. In looking at sibling relationships across adolescence, it has been found
that brother-sister dyads increase in intimacy from early to late adolescence, sister-sister
intimacy remains stable, and brother-brother intimacy decreases. This supports the theory
that female siblings act in a “kin-keeper” role, promoting and protecting familial relationships,
whereas male family members play a less active role.

Gender Role and Sexual Orientation Identity Development and Family Relationships
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Because children are exposed to society’s expectations of how boys and girls “should” behave
(known as gender stereotyped behaviors) from very early ages, gender socialization and
development begin long before adolescence. Some parents may explicitly teach these
gendered expectations, for example, with remarks like “Football is for boys,” but research
shows that differential treatment of boys and girls by parents does not account for many other
sex differences in children’s gender development. Children and adolescents learn about
gender and what it means in their own lives by observing sex-typed interactions between their
mothers and fathers. For example, by watching their mothers do much of the work of
developing and managing family relationships, girls may learn that they ought to develop
traits and skills that will enable them to do the same, whereas boys may receive the message
that the male has less responsibility in being emotionally active and available in the family
context.

As cognitive development progresses and adolescents become capable of more nuanced and
flexible ways of thinking about the world, one might assume that their understanding of
gender would also become more flexible. While this is true for some individuals, one theory
suggests that teenagers (both male and female) begin to adhere more rigidly to gender role
expectations during adolescence, perhaps because of the pressures of peers and dating.
They begin to look more closely at their identities in terms of how closely they fit with gender
role expectations and what it means to be masculine or feminine. This is called the gender
intensification hypothesis. Some researchers have found that gender intensification may be
affected by parental attitudes and sibling relationships. For example, a father’s traditional
attitudes about gender role conformity are likely to affect a teenage boy’s views, but so might
the boy’s older sister’s rejection of gender stereotyped expectations. More research in this
area is needed to understand how these variables interact to influence adolescent gender
development.

Many factors affect sexual orientation identity development in children and adolescents,
including genetic and hormonal influences. Some early psychoanalytic theorists suggested
that homosexuality and bisexuality resulted from dysfunctional parent-child relationships, but
research does not support this. Nor do data support the idea that children raised by same-sex
couples will be socialized to develop same-sex attractions or LGBTQ identities. What is clear
is that children who are raised in families that model acceptance of same-sex relationships are
more likely than others to act on feelings of same-sex attraction.

Family Relationships and Adolescent Psychosocial Outcomes

Family relationship quality, including factors such as parental support, acceptance, and good
communication, can protect adolescents from many negative outcomes. Risks for
delinquency, mental health problems, substance abuse, and low self-esteem are lower in
families in which teens and parents report strong, healthy relationships. Supportive and open
family relationships can help mediate the stress that accompanies the many physical, social,
and emotional transitions that take place during adolescence. It is important for teens to feel
that they are not “going it alone” or being stifled by overprotection as they attempt to move
toward greater independence. The dominant thinking in child development is that the
authoritative parenting style, characterized by a balance of warmth and age-appropriate limit
setting, leads to the best psychological, social, emotional, and academic outcomes for
adolescents.

Although girls and boys go through similar experiences and transitions during adolescence,
they are prone to different types of emotional, social, and behavioral issues. Adolescent girls
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are significantly more likely than boys to experience what is known as internalizing problems,
such as low-esteem, sadness, and low energy—symptoms often associated with depression.
In fact, teen girls are twice as likely as boys to experience depression. While the exact causes
of this gender difference is not known, some research shows that girls experience greater
interpersonal stressors such as conflicts with family members and peers, and such
interpersonal stressors, as opposed to those related to achievement, for example, are closely
linked to depression. Positive interactions with family members, both parents and siblings,
can help protect adolescent girls from internalizing symptoms. Boys may also experience
depression, though at lower rates than girls, and high-quality relationships with parents help
protect adolescents of both genders from depression. Boys tend to experience more
externalizing problems as adolescents, though there is some evidence that delinquency and
substance abuse among teen girls are increasing. Strong relationships and positive parenting
practices such as warmth and involvement in the child’s life can be protective against
externalizing problems like delinquency, defiance, and aggression, for both male and female
adolescents.

For LGBTQ youth, family acceptance and support around issues of sexual orientation and
gender identity are especially important. Family support is predictive of a variety of positive
psychosocial outcomes, including higher self-esteem and better general health status, and is
protective against depression, substance abuse, and suicidal ideation and behavior.

Adolescent Family Relationships and Culture

Developmental theorists have been criticized for failing to acknowledge cultural variations in
family relationships across racial, ethnic, and other cultural lines. In response, researchers
have paid more attention to the cultural contexts of child development and family
relationships. Certainly, cultural groups differ in their views of concepts such as traditional
gender roles and effective parenting styles. In immigrant families, parent-adolescent conflict
can be high as the older generation seeks to preserve traditional ethnic and cultural traditions
while teens face peer pressure to acculturate. However, in spite of differences in the perceived
qualit ies of family relationships, several studies show that particular relationship
characteristics are correlated with positive youth outcomes across cultural groups: In general,
family environments that emphasize mutuality between parents and teens, respect for the
child’s opinion, and training for maturity appear to best prepare youth for success in their
social and cultural environments.

See alsoAdolescence and Gender: Overview; Gender Development, Theories of

women
sex work
sex trafficking
transsexualism
sexism
sexual harassment
women against violence against women
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