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Brief Overview

This series advances disciplinary and multidisciplinary inquiry into the individual, 
social, biological, and institutional responses to adolescents and their development. 
It champions research that examines conditions that either stifle or enhance 
responsible development.

Description

Responsible adolescent development - one that is healthy, fulfilling, engaged, and 
respectful of one's self and others - requires responsive relationships with families, 
peers, neighbors, schools, community organizations, religious institutions, and 
other socializing systems. All these socializing influences reach optimal effectiveness 
when reinforced by appropriate social policies and norms at local, cultural, state, 
national, international and global levels. This series examines the wide variety of 
sources that shape responses to adolescents and responsible development. This 
series explores these complex sources by exhibiting theories, models, research 
studies, and symposia that examine multiple dimensions of adolescent development.
Drawing from numerous disciplines, the series examines dimensions and experiences 
of adolescent development that contribute to responsibility (including 
irresponsibility) in multiple contexts and settings. The focus on multiple arenas of 
development necessarily encompasses the need to center on adolescents as well as 
on the conditions in which they live. Thus, the series publishes manuscripts that 
speak to issues adolescents face, but does not require that texts directly study 
adolescents themselves. Manuscripts may examine images and portrayals of 
adolescents through, for example, cultural assumptions of parenting, media 
depictions, religious groups' proselytizing, schooling's hidden curriculum, justice 
systems' presumptions, clinicians' interventions, and many other potential influences 
on adolescent development. The broadening of the disciplinary and multidisciplinary 
study of adolescence, however, does not mean that the series ignores core issues 
from adolescents' own perspectives, such as adolescents' experiences with significant 
others and with the wide variety of tasks, risks, and opportunities they encounter.



Stephen M. Gavazzi • Ji-Young Lim

Families with Adolescents
Bridging the Gaps Between Theory, 
Research, and Practice

Second Edition



ISSN 2195-089X     ISSN 2195-0903 (electronic)
Advancing Responsible Adolescent Development
ISBN 978-3-031-43406-8    ISBN 978-3-031-43407-5 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-43407-5

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland 
AG 2011, 2023
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the Publisher, whether 
the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of 
illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and 
transmission or information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar 
or dissimilar methodology now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication 
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant 
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book 
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or the 
editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any 
errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional 
claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

Paper in this product is recyclable.

Stephen M. Gavazzi
Department of Human Sciences
The Ohio State University
Columbus, OH, USA

Ji-Young Lim 
Department of Child and Family Studies
Kyungpook National University
Daegu, Korea (Republic of)

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-43407-5
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5090-2609


This book is dedicated to the memory of 
Patrick C. McKenry, Ph.D. Mentor, scholar, 
and friend



vii

Preface

What we call the beginning is often the end. And to make an end is to make a new begin-
ning. The end is where we start from. T. S. Eliot, Little Gidding

All books, like everything else in life, have a beginning and an end, reflecting a 
storyline that the author has chosen to follow. Selecting an end for the present 
book – in this case, a review of the most recent literature pertaining to families with 
adolescents that would be covered as part of this effort – was the easy part for both 
the first and second editions of this volume. In each case, the contract from Springer 
called for the manuscript of this second edition of the Families with Adolescents 
textbook to be delivered no later than August of 2023 (just as the first edition’s dead-
line was set as May of 2010). So, no information from articles or book chapters 
published beyond the due dates of the manuscripts could be placed into either 
edition.

For the first edition of this book, publication coincided with the 15th anniversary 
of the release of Vision 2010: Families and Adolescents (McKenry & Gavazzi, 
1994), a collection of articles published by the National Council on Family Relations 
(NCFR). This NCFR monograph was co-edited by Patrick McKenry, an Ohio State 
colleague who had been a prominent leader in the family science field for many 
years before his untimely passing in 2004 (and to whom this book is dedicated). 
According to Sharon Price, the series editor, the primary purpose for the overall 
Vision 2010 effort was “to increase awareness of the critical nature and role of fami-
lies in our society and how major social, economic, and developmental life prob-
lems are affecting the core of our social fabric – our family life” (Price, 2004, p. i).

This publication was designed as a virtual “Who’s Who” of luminaries in the 
field at the time who had focused their attention on topics related to families with 
adolescents. For instance, Richard Gelles wrote a chapter on “Violence and Abuse 
in the Lives of Adolescents,” covering a number of topics concerning adolescent 
involvement in family violence. Jeanne Brooks-Gunn co-wrote chapters on the bio-
logical aspects of adolescence (with Julia Graber) as well as a chapter on the impact 
of poverty (with Greg Duncan). Richard Lerner wrote a chapter on the school con-
text alongside a chapter by Brad Brown on peer effects. Michael Farrell and Grace 
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Barnes co-wrote a piece entitled “Families and Adolescent Substance Abuse,” while 
Tom Gullotta compiled a chapter on prevention approaches. And so on.

The fact that a book on families of adolescents was set to be published in the year 
2010 (eventually the actual publication date became 2011) lent itself to the idea of 
compiling a literature review of studies conducted over the previous decade and a 
half of scholarship activities. Hence, the year 1995 was selected as the beginning 
point for the first edition of this book, at least in terms of the bulk of empirical and 
application work that would be covered. This second edition takes up where the first 
edition left off; that is, additional coverage of scholarly material generated from 
2011 forward.

The Families with Adolescents textbook was a popular offering for Springer 
Press as evidenced by its regular appearance in the higher ranks of downloaded 
materials. In fact, the in-demand nature of this book was a defining feature of the 
request for a second edition by the series editor, Roger Levesque. As well, I was 
highly motivated to update the text. Following a stint as dean and director of The 
Ohio State University’s regional campus in Mansfield, I had returned to the class-
room in 2017 and was using the text to teach both graduate and undergraduate 
courses in my home department. Among other challenges, I found myself providing 
ever-increasing amounts of supplemental material to my students in service to cov-
ering all the new information being generated by scholars who were working in this 
area. My longtime employer had made the idea of updating this textbook even eas-
ier to imagine by offering me a sabbatical. In essence, I was being offered six con-
secutive months of uninterrupted time to complete this work.

However, another twist in my career path almost prevented this second edition 
from coming to fruition. Approximately eight months in front of my sabbatical, I 
was asked to serve as the interim director for CHRR at The Ohio State University 
(https://chrr.osu.edu), this institution’s center for data and survey excellence. The 
job involved providing light management for the center while they looked for a new 
director. All well and good as a plan until the search failed to produce a viable can-
didate. As a result, I was asked how much longer I could stay on in the interim role. 
My initial response was a hard no. I could not continue to serve as an interim direc-
tor because of the upcoming sabbatical and the textbook I had to update.

But what if I were to be made an offer I couldn’t refuse, I was asked. Which got 
me to thinking about something else that was going on at the time. One of my for-
mer doctoral students, Ji-Young Lim, was interested in returning to the United 
States under the J-1 Visiting Research Scholars Visa Program. We were in the midst 
of discussions about the various projects we were going to work on together any-
way, so I broached the subject of her becoming a co-author on the second edition. 
Fortunately, Dr. Lim replied that she was “all in” as a collaborator. With the knowl-
edge of such a willing and capable writing partner available in a manner that all but 
guaranteed the completion of work on the textbook, I turned around and accepted 
the offer to become CHRR’s newest director.

In turn, my involvement with this center created an impact on my thinking about 
how to approach an important update regarding the future of research on families 
with adolescents (and especially the new writing that would be contained in  
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Chap. 13). While CHRR at The Ohio State University provides an array of survey 
and data services for researchers worldwide, the center is perhaps most well-known 
for its work on the National Longitudinal Studies (NLS), a set of surveys sponsored 
by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS, which is part of the U.S. Department of 
Labor). This includes the National Longitudinal Study of Youth 1979 (NLSY79), 
which began following families of 12–16 year-old adolescents in 1979, as well as 
the NLSY97 cohort that began studying a new cohort of families containing 
12–16-year- old adolescents in 1997. The fact that CHRR was participating in the 
development of plans for a new third cohort of these same families with adolescents 
during the beginning of my tenure as director made me acutely aware of the fact that 
BLS had commissioned a content panel that focused specific attention on family 
factors (https://www.bls.gov/nls/pdf/NLSY26_family_background.pdf). As readers 
undoubtedly will see, the work contained in the subsequent report released by BLS 
became a critical resource regarding our vision of research on the families of 
adolescents.

In closing, I thought it is also important to mention the fact that the finalization 
of this second edition once again was facilitated by my membership in the National 
Council of Family Relations (NCFR). As I was compiling the first edition of this 
book back in 2010, I was fortune to have had approximately a large contingent of 
NCFR members respond to an email inquiry that I had sent to the affiliates of all 
specialty sections. In 2010, my request was for members to pass along to me any 
and all citations of material on families with adolescents that they had authored or 
co-authored over the past 15 years. I did this with the belief that, no matter how hard 
you search, you always end up overlooking extremely relevant material. In a similar 
manner, in 2023 I put out a call for NCFR members to once again contribute to this 
second edition. And once again, these members came out in full force with their 
citations. As a direct result, this book is all the more rich and detailed because of the 
time that my colleagues took to respond to that second inquiry.

Columbus, OH, USA Stephen M. Gavazzi 
April 28, 2023
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Abstract This chapter serves as an introduction to the basic format of this book. 
Brief descriptions are given in each of the three main parts of this book in terms of 
coverage of theoretical, research, and application topics concerning the study of 
families with adolescents. Three questions are raised that correspond to each of the 
three main parts of this book: (1) where do we get our ideas about the families 
within which adolescents grow and develop, (2) what actual data do we have that 
informs us about the families of adolescents, and (3) what is our knowledge base 
about how to prevent problems in families with adolescents or otherwise how do we 
intervene with adolescents and their families when difficulties arise? The natural 
overlap between the theoretical, empirical, and practical parts of the book is dis-
cussed as well. Further, the intended audience of this book is delineated, including 
most importantly those students and instructors of both family-based and adolescent 
development courses. The secondary audience of professionals working directly 
with adolescents and their families is also identified.

The secret of all victory lies in the organization of the non-obvious. Marcus Aurelius, 
Historia Augusta

Families matter: The available empirical evidence strongly supports the notion that 
the impact of family members on the lives of adolescents is both profound and last-
ing. In fact, this body of research findings directly challenges the general public’s 
view that peers are the most important influence in the lives of adolescents. While 
peers, without doubt, play a progressively more important role in adolescent’s well- 
being, the family environment remains the first and most significant social context 
within which adolescents grow and develop.

As researchers continue to generate evidence regarding the immense power and 
influence that families exert in the lives of adolescents, more and more social scien-
tists have become interested in including family variables in their theoretical, empir-
ical, and application efforts (Collins & Laursen, 2004; Kurock et  al., 2022). In 
parallel fashion, there has been heightened awareness of some noteworthy demo-
graphic shifts that have taken place within families over the last century (Hernandez, 
1993, 1997, 2003). These factors include the following:
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• Increased divorce rates
• Increased numbers of single-parent (and especially mother-headed) families
• Increased parent education levels
• Increased numbers of mothers in the workplace
• Decreased numbers of siblings
• Migration from rural to urban environments

Among other things, these changes provide the field with a historical context by 
which consumers of literature on families with adolescents can reflect on the repre-
sentativeness of samples used to conduct research and build programs. Additionally, 
changes in both the school and workplace environments (Carlson et  al., 2022; 
Panagouli et  al., 2021) during the COVID-19 pandemic continue to reverberate 
through family life at present.

This first part of the book serves both as an introduction and an overview to all 
the topics that will be covered within the subsequent pages. As well, there is a final 
part that serves both as a review of the content of this book and as a springboard for 
future directions in terms of scholarship on families with adolescents. In order to 
provide coverage of the resulting knowledge base that has been created by leading 
theorists, researchers, and practitioners, however, this book is organized further into 
three main parts related to the field’s current understanding of families with adoles-
cents: theory, research, and application topics. Separately, these parts are meant to 
describe different aspects of how we understand, observe, and work with families 
containing adolescent members. At the same time, however, there is a natural over-
lap between these three main parts that will be explored wherever possible. For 
example, when empirical studies are based on specific family theory approaches or 
premises, these linkages will be discussed in the research portion of this book. As 
well, the empirical work that is based upon prevention and intervention efforts will 
be presented in the application portion. Hence, the three main parts of this book are 
thought to be distinct and yet interrelated with components, of the field’s overall 
acquired wisdom, about families with adolescents.

This overlap here is portrayed as “natural” because these intersections reflect the 
reality of how both science and research-based applications typically are practiced. 
The theory involves a set of ideas about the way that things work (in this case, fami-
lies with adolescents). Research aims to test those ideas, which generate supportive 
evidence in some cases and less than supportive data in others. Applications are then 
built based on those ideas and data that are most compelling in terms of their ability 
to explain and predict phenomena.

Taken together, the three main parts of this book draw evenly from a broad cross- 
section of social science disciplines, providing an integrative and concise approach 
to the interdisciplinary nature of work being conducted in this area of inquiry. These 
three main parts are further broken down into subdivisions that organize the content 
of adolescents and their families and illustrate the basic themes of each subdivision 
contained in this book.

1 Introduction
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The most important point about the scope of this monograph that may not be 
immediately obvious to the casual reader is that this book centers on the families of 
adolescents, not on the adolescents themselves. Hence, the topics that are covered 
throughout this book – and especially in the research part – pertain to those areas 
that are family-focused in their orientation. This is why the opening portion of the 
book is titled as “Families with Adolescents” and not “Adolescents and Their 
Families.” The former implies concentration on the family as a whole, whereas the 
latter makes the adolescent as the central point of focus. Therefore, instead of the 
typical biological (puberty and physical development) and individual developmen-
tal (identity, cognitive growth, and emotional maturity) issues found in texts on 
adolescents, this book shines a spotlight on subject matter such as family processes, 
family structure, family conflict, and family problem-solving and focuses on vari-
ables that reflect interactions within and among different dyads in the family such 
as the parent–adolescent, interparental, and sibling subsystems.

The first main part of this book (Part 2) involves efforts to theorize about families 
with adolescents. In essence, we will be attempting to answer this question: Where 
do we get our ideas about the families within which adolescents grow and develop? 
The reader will be exposed to a variety of theoretical frameworks from the field of 
human development and family science, including family development theory and 
family systems theory. Due to the interdisciplinary nature of this book, however, we 
also will be examining theories coming from other fields that have been used to 
understand families with adolescents, including ecological theory, attachment the-
ory, and social learning theory.

The second main part of this book (Part 3) focuses on family research topics. 
Here, we want to answer the question: What data do we have that informs us about 
the families of adolescents? As noted in the foreword, this book covers the empirical 
literature on families with adolescents conducted over the last 30 years. Particular 
attention has been given to articles in family-focused journals such as Journal of 
Marriage and the Family, Family Relations, Family Process, and Journal of Family 
Psychology. Information on family issues published in more adolescent-oriented 
journals such as Journal of Youth and Adolescence, Journal of Adolescent Research, 
Journal of Research on Adolescence, and Journal of Early Adolescence also are 
extensively covered. And again, because of the interdisciplinary scope of this book, 
articles concerning families with adolescents contained in other journals from fields 
related to health, psychology, psychiatry, counseling, and social work also are 
included wherever applicable.

In these journals, while covering empirical material about how the families of 
adolescents operate, attention also is paid to the research literature concerning the 
family’s impact on adolescent-oriented outcomes. That being said, this is not an 
exhaustive review of studies pertaining to the role of families in all aspects of ado-
lescent’s development and well-being. Instead, systematic attention is given to a 
core set of outcome indicators – delinquency, mental health, substance use, sexual 
activity, education, and social competence – that are believed to be representative of 
the family’s influence on the positive (and not so positive) outcomes of its adoles-
cent members.

1 Introduction
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The third main part of this book (Part 4) concerns application topics, and our 
question to answer is this: How do we prevent problems and intervene with families 
of adolescents when difficulties arise? In the family intervention chapter, we will 
focus on family-based work that targets many of the same issues covered in the 
empirical portion of this book, especially problem behaviors related to adolescent’s 
delinquency, mental health, and substance abuse. Other family-based interventions 
that deal with multiple problem behaviors will also be covered. In the family pre-
vention chapter, our focus will turn to family strengthening programs that reflect a 
primary prevention (or universal) focus. As well, however, those initiatives that fall 
into realm of selective prevention will also be covered, meaning that more at-risk 
families are targeted.

Once again we will confine our review largely to those works published over the 
last three decades and also cover information contained in most of the same jour-
nals. On an as-needed basis, books and book chapters published during the same 
time period also will be referenced. And once again, the emphasis is on family- 
based work rather than mere individual-oriented approaches to the adolescents 
themselves.

Throughout the book, assistance will be provided to readers in the integration 
and utilization of each part’s contents. The intent here is to allow some back-and- 
forth movement between academic literature and real-life situations and issues. For 
instance, every theory covered in the first main part of this book (Part 2) will begin 
with a vignette. Each of these brief scenes is meant to provide an illustration of how 
a family with adolescents would be viewed through the lens of that particular theo-
retical framework.

The second main part (Part 3) contains straightforward examples of how research-
ers can measure variables related to family dynamics and adolescent outcomes. 
Here, the reader will be able to examine items taken directly from various measures, 
including, but not limited to, domains embedded within the Global Risk Assessment 
Device (GRAD), a risk and needs instrument developed by a team of researchers at 
the Ohio State University for use with adolescents, their family members, and those 
professionals who work with these youth and families.

Finally, the third main part (Part 4) provides descriptions of families that the first 
author has worked with over the past three decades, altered only enough to protect 
the identities of the family members. These case examples are meant to present 
readers with some realistic illustrations of the kinds of issues and concerns that are 
routinely faced by families with adolescents.

Closing out this book is a capstone section (Part 5) that serves as both a summary 
and discussion of future directions for scholars interested in families with adoles-
cents. Beyond a chapter that reviews all of the theoretical, empirical, and application- 
based materials covered in this book, readers will be exposed to deliberation about 
how the current state of literature on families with adolescents tells us something 
about where the field should be headed in the future. Hence, in the last chapter, 
particular consideration will be given to the intersection of theoretical, empirical, 
and application issues. The viewpoint of students who are attempting to integrate all 
of this information on families with adolescents is kept firmly in the forefront 
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throughout this final chapter. For that reason, this closing chapter begins with a 
vignette that is focused on graduate students themselves. While hypothetical, the 
topic covered within the conversation that ensues is one that occurs with some regu-
larity among the students your first author has known and taught over the years.

Taken together, the parts of this book have been compiled for a wide audience of 
students and professionals interested in and working with the families of adoles-
cents. Instructors of courses that specifically focus on families of adolescents, often 
as not, must either decide among several books that cover portions of theory, 
research, and application material and/or must work hard to compile a course packet 
made up of those articles and book chapters that “fill in” what those books do not 
cover. Expectantly, students in those classes will appreciate the ability to have one 
primary text that contains sufficient and necessary material for mastery in this area 
of study.

For instructors of more straightforward adolescent development courses, it is 
anticipated that this book becomes the perfect companion to the primary text that 
has been selected, allowing students to experience a much wider breadth and depth 
of topics surrounding families with adolescents. And finally, for professionals work-
ing directly with adolescents and their families, this book is meant to provide “one- 
stop shopping” in terms of serving as a reference guide to the theoretical, empirical, 
and applied work being conducted in this burgeoning field.
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Chapter 2
Overview of Theory, Research, 
and Application Topics

Abstract This chapter serves as an overview of the three main parts of this book: 
theorizing about families with adolescents, research on families with adolescents, 
and application topics concerning families with adolescents. Theoretically, an inter-
generational nurturing definition of families with adolescents is advanced in order 
to provide parameters around the literature covering two theoretical frameworks 
most associated with the field of human development and family science – family 
development theory and family systems theory – as well as three additional theories 
that claim more individual psychological origins: ecological theory, attachment 
theory, and social learning theory. The empirical overview offered in this chapter 
presents a number of heuristic models that help readers to understand the ways in 
which the direct and indirect effects of family factors are measured by researchers, 
as well as discussing unit of analysis issues that help to define both dyadic and poly-
adic efforts to understand families with adolescents. Finally, the application over-
view sets the stage for a review of both prevention and intervention efforts targeting 
families with adolescents. Here, our intergenerational nurturing definition regarding 
families with adolescents is used as a litmus test to determine which initiatives actu-
ally “do” something that is family-oriented.

If you wish to converse with me, you must first define your terms. Voltaire Dictionnaire 
Philosophique

2.1  A Theoretical Overview

Where do we get our ideas about the families within which adolescents grow and 
develop? In order to answer this question, indeed to undertake an examination of 
any type of phenomena, we must develop and adopt definitions of terms that describe 
our central focus of inquiry. For present purposes, the task at hand is to define what 
it means to study “families with adolescents.” Despite the assertion that this book 
concerns family phenomena and not individual developmental issues, the fact that 
family life cycle stages are predicated on the developmental phases of its offspring 
necessitates a delineation of what the term “adolescent” implies.
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A brief exercise can be done with a blank piece of paper in order to help us 
accomplish this initial task. At the top of the paper, draw three boxes in a row and 
label them sequentially with the following words: “child,” “adolescent,” and “adult.” 
Next, draw lines in between each of the boxes in order to make three columns that 
stretch from the top to the bottom of the paper. Your paper should look like Table 2.1.

Next, use the left-hand column to write down all of the words you can think of 
that can be used to describe someone who is a child. When you have filled out that 
column, move to the right-hand column and write down all of the words you can 
think of that can be used to describe someone who is an adult. Now comes the inter-
esting part of this assignment. Without using any of the words you have already 
written in the left- and right-hand columns of your piece of paper, use the middle 
column to write down all of the words you can think of that can be used to describe 
someone who is an adolescent.

If you experienced any sort of difficulty in completing the middle column, you 
are not alone. The complexity involved in defining adolescence is reflected in many 
books that focus on this developmental period. These texts typically contain a sec-
tion that discusses the variety of ways that the adolescent developmental period can 
be defined. Steinberg (2023), for example, notes that there are various ways that 
definitions of adolescence can be constructed depending on the biological, cogni-
tive, and/or social context criteria that are employed. For instance, chronological 
age can be used, resulting in a focus on teenagers (13–19 years of age). Alternatively, 
there are legal definitions, with an emphasis on 18 as the “age of majority” signify-
ing adulthood (although the age of 21 as the legal drinking age also can be employed). 
Also, there are definitions that surround physical development, usually emphasizing 
events such as puberty, the end of physical growth and the development of adult sex 
characteristics. Further, there are more psychology-based definitions that rely on 
markers of emotional and cognitive maturity. Finally, there are definitions that are 
based on social contexts and events, such as high school graduation.

Such variations in definitions also are reflected in differences of opinion regard-
ing the period of time covered by adolescence. The general public tends to think 
only in terms of chronological age, thus making the terms “adolescent” and “teen-
ager” synonymous. In contrast, developmental theorists and researchers employ a 
variety of timeframes to capture the adolescent period. For instance, some scholars 
divide this developmental period into early adolescence and late adolescence (Cobb, 
2010; Santrock, 2023). Here, early adolescence is marked by tasks related to the 
establishment of a group identity among one’s friends, whereas later adolescence 
concerns the development of an individual identity. Others break down this devel-
opmental period into early, middle, and later adolescence, with an emphasis on the 

Child Adolescent Adult

Table 2.1 First exercise in defining terms

2 Overview of Theory, Research, and Application Topics
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school environment (middle school, high school, and college, respectively), as well 
as emphasizing an additional transitional period known as “emerging adulthood” 
(Arnett, 2017).

As noted earlier, the present book goes beyond the individualized focus on ado-
lescents in order to establish and describe the larger family context. At the same 
time, the complexity of describing the adolescent developmental period directly 
impacts the definition of terms regarding families with adolescents. To illustrate, a 
modification of the first exercise described above can be carried out by creating 
another sheet of paper that contains three columns (see Table 2.2). Using the left- 
hand column, write down all of the words you can think of that describe a “family 
with young children,” and using the right-hand column, write down all of the words 
that describe a “family with adult offspring.” Are there any words left over that can 
be used to describe a “family with adolescents?” Write all of the words you can 
think of in the middle column.

Do not become unduly concerned if this exercise proves to be an even more dif-
ficult challenge in comparison to the activity that simply asked you to describe the 
adolescent family member. The chapters ahead are meant to provide assistance to 
you in this task, as the necessary and sufficient material regarding the conceptual-
ization, research, and treatment of families with adolescents is covered in compre-
hensive detail.

At the same time, because there are differences of opinions regarding the begin-
ning and ending points of this developmental period, the reader also must expect 
that definitions will vary regarding what constitutes a family with adolescents. This 
lack of unanimity is both embraced and used as a point of comparison wherever 
possible, such that the scholarship reviewed throughout this book makes explicit 
reference to the ages of adolescent family members wherever available in material 
regarding theories and research findings related to their families.

The theory chapters cover conceptual frameworks that directly impact our under-
standing of families with adolescents. In preparation, we might well ask the ques-
tion: What is a theory? A theory – any theory – involves the use of a set of principles 
that are used to predict and explain some sort of phenomena. In turn, these princi-
ples are subject to scientific testing in order to determine their reliability and valid-
ity, meaning how consistent and convincing they are in accounting for the things 
that we observe and experience.

What then does it mean to say that we are interested in family theory? It would 
follow most simply that a family theory would involve scientifically supported ideas 
that help us understand and explain certain phenomena about families. To follow 

Family with young children Family with adolescents Family with adult offspring

Table 2.2 Second exercise in defining terms

2.1 A Theoretical Overview
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this line of logic, however, some common ground must be developed regarding 
what our definition of family will be.

Dictionary definitions state that the term “family” references the most basic unit 
of a society that has as its main function – the raising of children. In most main-
stream Western societies, families traditionally are thought to be made up of two 
parents rearing their offspring (Anderson & Sabatelli, 2010). In other societies, 
there is greater emphasis on the extended generations of a family and therefore can 
include any number of additional members such as grandparents, aunts, uncles, 
cousins, and the like. Even in current American society, however, the consistently 
high divorce rates and large numbers of children being born to unmarried parents 
have given rise to the need to include different combinations of members that can be 
regarded as comparable to the traditional family form (Olson & DeFrain, 2022). 
Hence, single-parent-headed households, custodial and noncustodial parents fol-
lowing a divorce, cohabiting couples with children, stepfamilies, and gay and les-
bian parents together create a virtual kaleidoscope of diversity regarding 
family forms.

Given this rather tremendous variation in family membership, this book adopts 
what might best be described as an “intergenerational nurturing” definition regard-
ing families with adolescents. The intergenerational component denotes that there is 
at least one adult and one adolescent present to count as a family. As well, the nur-
turing component of this definition implies that the adult or adults inside of this 
family have primary caregiving responsibilities for the adolescent.

The notion of intergenerational nurturing is thought to align well with frame-
works offered by Bush and Peterson (2008) and others regarding the main influ-
ences that families have on their offspring. Here, major emphasis is placed on a 
family socialization process that views parents and other adult caregivers as assum-
ing a central role in teaching their adolescents how to become useful members of the 
larger society in which they reside (Bush and Price, 2020). The relative success of 
these parental efforts often is addressed in terms of the offspring’s development of 
socially competent behavior (i.e., problem-solving skills, achievement orientation) 
as examples of positive outcomes on the one hand and the manifestation of prob-
lematic behaviors (i.e., delinquent behavior, substance abuse) as instances of more 
negative outcomes.

This book reviews various family-based theories that fit well within the intergen-
erational nurturing framework. In the most general sense, White and Klein (2019) 
have asserted that there are two kinds of family theories. First, there are theories 
containing family concepts that are used to describe other phenomena. Second, 
there are theories that attempt to describe families themselves as an object of study. 
Extending this to our present purposes, we can see there are theories that use family 
concepts to describe how adolescents develop, and there are theories that describe 
families of adolescents as entities of their own. Often as not, the theories covered in 
this book chapter are utilized to accomplish both tasks, that is, these theories both 
describe the families themselves as well as their impact on the development and 
well-being of their adolescents.

2 Overview of Theory, Research, and Application Topics
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The first two theoretical frameworks covered in this book are associated most 
often with the field of human development and family science: family development 
theory and family systems theory. In addition, three additional theories that are 
known more broadly throughout the social sciences are covered due to their critical 
focus on the larger social context within which these families with adolescents are 
situated (ecological theory) as well as the nature of the parent–offspring relation-
ship itself (attachment theory and social learning theory).

Because five very different conceptual frameworks will be presented in the theo-
retical part of this book, there is reason to stop and ponder how readers will be able 
to evaluate the relative merits of each theory in terms of our efforts to understand 
families with adolescents. The White and Klein’s (2019) book on family theories 
utilizes 13 criteria that family scientists have endorsed for making judgments about 
the relative worth of a family theory in order to discuss the relative merits of the 
conceptual frameworks included in their text. As originally reported by Klein 
(1994), these criteria include internal consistency, clarity/explicitness, explanatory 
power, coherence, understanding, empirical fit, testability, heuristic value, ground-
edness, contextualization, interpretive sensitivity, predictive power, and practical 
utility.

In a similar vein, but somewhat more parsimoniously, Knapp (2009) presents 
five functions of theory that also can be used to evaluate the assistance that different 
conceptual frameworks provide in terms of our knowledge base about families. 
These functions, which are thought to be generative in nature, include the following:

 1. A descriptive function
 2. A sensitizing function
 3. An integrative function
 4. An explanatory function
 5. A value function

For present purposes, these functions will be adopted in order to launch a discus-
sion of each theory’s comparative contributions in this area of inquiry. Because 
these five functions are thought to be generative, they can be viewed as benchmarks 
for the production of knowledge about families with adolescents. As such, each 
chapter devoted to a theory will end with a reflective segment that will include com-
mentary about the degree to which these five functions are reflected in that concep-
tual framework.

For instance, the focus on the “descriptive function” will allow readers to evalu-
ate the ways in which each theory helps to depict the particular details regarding 
families with adolescents. In turn, the “sensitizing function” will help us to expli-
cate exactly what each theory spotlights in terms of main concepts, as well as call-
ing into question how sharply that conceptual framework brings families with 
adolescents into focus.

Further, an examination of the “integrative function” draws readers toward an 
understanding of how well a given theory helps to organize our overall thinking 
about families with adolescents. A focus on the “explanatory function” will help us 
explore the degree to which the concepts embedded in each theory can help us to 
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elucidate or otherwise give reasons for what is observed as occurring in these fami-
lies. Finally, the “value function” will be used to draw out exactly what principles, 
standards, and ideals stand behind each theoretical framework covered in this book.

2.2  Overview of Family-Based Research

What data do we have that informs us about the families of adolescents? The Russian 
writer Leo Tolstoy wrote that “happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is 
unhappy in its own way.” This quote from the novel Anna Karenina is thought to 
represent but one example of the many ways that people attempt to organize knowl-
edge about families. In this case, the Russian author would have us believe that the 
path to “happiness” is pretty much the same for all families, whereas the state of 
“unhappiness” can come from almost limitless sources. Whether or not you agree 
with this sentiment can and should be a function of the evidence that you are given 
in support of such a statement. And to gain access to such evidence, we must exam-
ine the research literature on families.

It was noted earlier that White and Klein (2019) had classified family theories 
into one of two categories: theories containing family concepts used to describe 
other phenomena (e.g., how well individual family members are functioning) and 
theories that describe families themselves as a whole (i.e., how the entire family is 
functioning). If this perspective were to be extended into the empirical realm, we 
could classify research efforts surrounding families with adolescents into two simi-
lar kinds of categories. First, there are efforts to use family concepts as independent 
variables in order to explain dependent variables associated with adolescent devel-
opment and well-being. As well, there are efforts to study families with adolescents 
as the central theme of the empirical effort, where the family variables themselves, 
often as not, serve as the de facto dependent measures. In practice, many of the 
research studies in this area of inquiry represent a blend of both efforts, such that 
families with adolescents are both described and are used to explain variations in 
adolescent development and well-being.

In order to gain a sense of the different approaches that can be adopted within 
family-based research efforts, readers are presented with a brief overview of six dif-
ferent models that can be used to conduct research on families with adolescents. 
These models include (1) the direct family effects model, (2) the mediated indirect 
family effects model, (3) the complex mediated family effects model, (4) the family 
as mediator model, (5) the family as moderator model, and (6) the transactional 
family effects model. This is followed by a discussion of “unit of analysis” issues, 
used here to describe different focal points that researchers can adopt when seeking 
to generate family-based data: (1) the single intergenerational dyad, (2) the adoles-
cent’s relationship to both parents, (3) the adolescent’s family as a totality, and (4) 
the family with adolescents as the combination of various dyads.

This discussion is meant to provide a context for the review of studies in Part 3 
of this book that focuses on families of adolescents, covering empirical work in 
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three main areas: (1) research on the parent–adolescent dyad, (2) polyadic (i.e., 
multiple dyads) research on families with adolescents, and (3) the family’s impact 
on adolescent outcomes. In Part 3, the main topics that have been covered by 
researchers to date in each of these three main areas of inquiry are reviewed, and 
newer trends that are emerging out of this empirical work are discussed as well. 
Examples of studies within each of these three main areas are presented in order to 
provide readers with an understanding of the types of samples that are being 
employed, the empirical questions that are being addressed, and the methods that 
are being utilized by these researchers.

Readers are invited to evaluate the relative merits of the present state of research 
in each of these three main areas, empirical areas, through the use of the information 
that is given about this collection of studies. For instance, the information about 
samples includes the age ranges of the study’s participants, an important indicator 
of the boundaries or parameters that researchers are setting in terms of their defini-
tion of who is (and who is not) considered to be an adolescent family member. 
Information about empirical questions identifies not only what a given researcher is 
trying to document about families with adolescents but also what is not being cov-
ered in that study. Finally, information about methods includes information about 
who exactly is being used to generate information that will be used in the study, 
among other things. In other words, this becomes critical information about pre-
cisely whose viewpoint “counts” in the eyes of a given researcher.

Models for Conducting Research on Families
Masten and Shaffer (2006) presented six basic models for understanding how fami-
lies matter in terms of their impact on children and adolescents. Most simple and 
straightforward of all is the “direct family effects” model (see Fig. 2.1), where the 
influence of a given family variable has an immediate and undeviating impact on 
some factor related to the youth. For instance, we could hypothesize that family 
conflict is directly related to depression levels in adolescent family members. That 
is, as family conflict levels increase, so too does the amount of depressive symptoms 
reported by adolescents.

The “mediated indirect family effects” model (see Fig. 2.2) assumes that a third 
variable plays an intermediary role regarding the impact of the family variable. 
Extending our example above, the impact of greater levels of family conflict on 
adolescent depression levels may be buffered (mediated) by the amount of affection 
that is expressed in the mother–adolescent relationship. For instance, it might be the 
case that the impact of family conflict on adolescent depression is decreased by the 
presence of higher levels of mother–adolescent affection.

The “complex mediated family effects” (see Fig. 2.3) model elaborates how mul-
tiple variables might be employed in order to better understand the indirect influ-
ences of family factors on youth outcomes. Taking the example above one step 

Fig. 2.1 Direct family 
effects model
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Fig. 2.2 Mediated indirect 
family effects model

Fig. 2.3 Complex 
mediated family effects 
model

further, the impact of greater levels of family conflict on adolescent depression lev-
els may be mediated both by the presence or absence of a family history of depres-
sion and the amount of mother–adolescent affection.

The “family as mediator” model (see Fig. 2.4) holds that certain family factors 
can mediate the influence of other variables on factors related to youth. Here, we 
might hypothesize that the relationship between gender and the type of problem 
behaviors experienced by adolescents – where girls are more likely to report inter-
nalizing problems (depression and anxiety) and boys are more likely to report exter-
nalizing problems (delinquency and aggressive behavior)  – is mediated by the 
amount of family conflict reported by adolescents. When family conflict levels are 
high, for instance, boys are more likely to report internalizing problems and girls are 
more likely to report externalizing problems in addition to the more gender-specific 
findings that are present when family conflict levels are low.

The “family as moderator” model (see Fig. 2.5) holds that certain family factors 
can moderate the influence of other variables on factors related to youth. In the case 
of moderation, the family variable has a “conditional” influence on the relationship 
between some independent variables and adolescent outcomes. For example, we 
might hypothesize that the strength of the association between negative peer pres-
sure and adolescent antisocial behavior is conditional on the amount of family sup-
port experienced by adolescents. Here, high amounts of peer pressure to become 
involved in delinquent activities may exert a substantial influence on the likelihood 
of an adolescent actually displaying antisocial behavior, when family support levels 
are low. Alternatively, however, in the presence of high amounts of family support, 
the strength of association between negative peer pressure and adolescent antisocial 
behavior may be sharply reduced.

2 Overview of Theory, Research, and Application Topics


