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Abstract
Few studies examine the long-term consequences of family socialization experienced during early adolescence for the health
and well being of young adults. This study investigates how two salient dimensions of family socialization e family closeness
and parental behavioral control e are associated with three distinct risk-taking behaviors in early adulthood: problem drinking,
early school dropout and multiple sex partners. Data from the US National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health are analyzed
for a sample of over 1500 youth interviewed at three time points (Time 1: ages 12e14 years; Time 2: ages 13e15 years; Time 3:
ages 19e21 years). Structural equation modeling techniques were used to identify direct and indirect effects of family closeness and
parental behavioral control on problem behaviors among young adults. Indirect effects of family socialization were hypothesized to
operate through a delayed onset of risky behaviors in adolescence. Results for females indicated that greater family closeness in
early adolescence was directly and indirectly, through less adolescent truancy, associated with less school dropout in young adult-
hood. Family closeness was also directly associated with less early onset of sex and with fewer sex partners among females. Among
males, greater parental behavioral control was directly associated with less problem drinking in young adulthood. Additionally,
parental control and family closeness were each associated with males having fewer sex partners in early adulthood. Overall, find-
ings support the strategy of family-focused interventions that stress the importance close relationships for females and of instru-
mental control for males.
� 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Although scholars have elucidated the conse-
quences of family socialization practices for behavioral
outcomes among adolescents, few studies examine
long-term impacts of parenting from adolescence into
young adulthood. Knowledge about parenting’s effects
on a variety of behavioral risk outcomes is critical to
understanding the relevance of parenting to overall
health and well being from adolescence through early
adulthood (Aneshensal, 2005). This study examined
parenting influences on risks in the domains of sub-
stance abuse, sexual behavior, and schooling because
each has significant consequences for young people.
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Heavy alcohol use, for example, has been positively
linked to violence, unintentional injuries, and unsafe
sexual practices (Carroll & Carroll, 1995; Naimi
et al., 2003); a higher numbers of sex partners increases
one’s risk of acquiring a sexually transmitted infection
(Kelley, Borawski, Flocke, & Keen, 2003); and, not
completing high school leads to unemployment and
lower earnings, both of which are directly tied to worse
health (Rumberger, 1987). Risk-taking behaviors often
first emerge during adolescence. The initiation of alco-
hol use during early and mid-adolescence is associated
with alcohol misuse in late adolescence and early adult-
hood (Hawkins et al., 1997); an early transition to sex-
ual intercourse is linked with having multiple sexual
partners in young adulthood (Santelli, Brener, Lowry,
Bhatt, & Zabin, 1998); and, skipping school during
the middle and high school years increases one’s risk
of school dropout (Epstein & Sheldon, 2002; Hess,
Lyons, Corsino, & Wells, 1989).

The present study uses three time points of data from
the US National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health (Add Health) to investigate how salient dimen-
sions of family socialization e family closeness and pa-
rental behavioral control e are associated with problem
drinking, early school dropout and the number of sex
partners during early adulthood. In addition to consider-
ing direct associations between early family sociali-
zation and later problem behaviors, we investigated
indirect pathways through the delayed onset of risk-
taking behavior in adolescence. These pathways were
examined separately for males and females.

Family socialization processes and youths’
health-risk behavior

Whether conceptualized as typologies of parenting
styles (Baumrind, 1968) or as independent dimensions
of parenting (Barber, 1996, 1997), scholars have identi-
fied several aspects of parent socialization e parental
monitoring, knowledge, support for autonomy, close-
ness, and warmth e that are critical to the healthy devel-
opment of adolescents (Bugental & Goodnow, 1998).
Broadly classified, these parenting attributes relate to di-
mensions of support and behavioral control. Parental
support, indicated by the presence of a close, caring,
and accepting relationship between an adolescent and
his or her family caregivers, is often fostered by parental
involvement, familial affection, and parental warmth.
Behavioral control, a more instrumental dimension of
socialization, is manifest by parents’ decision-making,
rules, limit-setting, and monitoring (Barber, 1996,
1997). Greater closeness and connection between youth
and their parents and family are associated with lower
levels of risky sexual behavior, substance use, and poor
school performance (Pittman & Chase-Lansdale, 2001;
Samaniego & Gonzales, 1999; Steinberg, Lamborn, Dar-
ling, Mounts, & Dornbusch, 1994; Steinberg, Mounts,
Lamborn, & Dornbusch, 1991). Behavioral control is as-
sociated with less adolescent truancy, alcohol and mari-
juana use, and engagement in early sexual intercourse
(Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Barnes, Reifman, Farrell,
& Dintcheff, 2000; Miller et al., 1997; Peterson, Haw-
kins, Abbott, & Catalano, 1994). Supportive aspects of
parenting appear to be most salient to adolescents’
greater involvement in pro-social peer relations;
whereas, parental behavioral control is most strongly
tied to less youth antisocial behavior (Barber, Olsen, &
Shagle, 1994).

Experiences of parenting and family relationships
are distinct for males and females (Lytton & Romney,
1991; Ruble, Martin, & Berenbaum, 2006). When
compared to adolescent boys, for example, adolescent
girls experience greater parental monitoring and more
open communication with mothers (Barnes et al.,
2000; Borawski, Ievers-Landis, Lovegreen, & Trapl,
2003; Hagan, Simpson, & Gillis, 1988). Findings are
mixed with regard to whether or not family socializa-
tion processes differentially affect the well being of
males and females. In some research, supportive and
relational aspects of the parenteyouth relationship
are more strongly associated with positive outcomes
among adolescent females than males (Browning,
Leventhal, & Brooks-Gunn, 2005); whereas, other
studies find that parental attachment is more strongly
associated with behaviors of boys compared to girls
(Cota-Robles & Gamble, 2006). Similarly, some find-
ings indicate that parental monitoring and supervision
are more strongly associated with the behaviors of ad-
olescent males than females (Borawski et al., 2003;
Griffin, Botvin, Scheier, Diaz, & Miller, 2000);
whereas, others indicate that behavioral control is
more strongly linked to the behaviors of girls than
boys (Loukas & Prelow, 2004). Further complicating
this issue are the numerous studies indicating minimal
to no differences in associations between parenting and
youth behavior (Acquilino & Supple, 2001; Adalbjar-
nardottir & Hafsteinsoon, 2001; Barber, Stolz, &
Olsen, 2005; Scaramella, Conger, & Simons, 1999).

Gender development theory suggests that family so-
cialization processes would be more strongly linked
with the risk-taking behaviors of adolescent females,
compared to males. Gilligan’s (1982, 1996) work on
morality development reveals that females base deci-
sion-making on a capacity to maintain interpersonal
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connections but that males’ decisions are more guided
by logic. As a result, familial socialization may provide
a more compelling reason for females, as compared to
males, to avoid involvement in risky behavior. This
gender difference is likely to be further reinforced by
societal norms that are more accepting of risk-taking
behavior among males compared to females (Browning
et al., 2005).

Long-term consequences of family socialization
into early adulthood

Few studies examine long-term associations be-
tween family socialization experienced during early
adolescence and behavioral outcomes in early adult-
hood. There is some suggestion that parental behav-
ioral control has greater consequences for alcohol
misuse and school dropout in early adulthood when
compared to parental support (Acquilino & Supple,
2001; Barnes, Hoffman, Welte, Farrell, & Dintcheff,
2006; Engels, Vermulst, Dubas, Bot, & Gerris, 2005;
Rumberger, Ghatak, & Poulos, 1990). Among a nation-
ally representative sample of youth, Acquilino and
Supple (2001) found that greater parental restrictive-
ness and supervision at ages 12e18 years were associ-
ated with less binge drinking and less alcohol use at
ages 18e24 years, but that parental warmth and sup-
port demonstrated no significant relationship to later
alcohol use.

Family support during adolescence may be indi-
rectly associated with young adults’ use of alcohol.
Maternal support and affection at ages 13e16 years
has been associated with greater youth self-disclosure
to parents that, in turn, was associated with less in-
crease in alcohol misuse through ages 18e22 years.
In this way, less parental monitoring appeared to medi-
ate associations between less parental support in ado-
lescence and alcohol misuse in early adulthood
(Barnes et al., 2000). Parenting influences on later
problematic drinking also may be indirect through
a youth’s initiation of alcohol use during adolescence.
Measured as a combination of high behavioral control
practices and parental support, ‘‘proactive parenting’’
at ages 10 and 11 years has been found to be indirectly e
through youths’ later age of alcohol initiation e associated
with less problematic drinking at ages 17 and 18 years
(Hawkins et al., 1997).

Research on the long-term consequences of family
socialization processes is limited in its almost exclu-
sive focus on alcohol use, the use of community sam-
ples, and/or the use of samples including youth at
varying developmental stages. The present study
examines how family processes in early adolescence
are associated with the onset of adolescent risk behav-
iors in different domains e substance use, sexuality,
and schooling e and, in turn, with problematic
outcomes during early adulthood. Findings will be
informative about these processes for a nationally
representative sample of young adolescents as they
transition into early adulthood. Early adolescence is
a critical transition for young people because of coin-
ciding biological, cognitive, and social changes that
expose youth to a range of risk behaviors, including
sexual initiation, truancy, and alcohol use. How one
negotiates those exposures varies depending on family
socialization. The present study examined family
influences on risk behaviors separately for alcohol
use, school disengagement, and sexual behavior be-
cause of each behavior’s unique etiology.

Three hypotheses were proposed. First, we expected
that an early onset of risk behavior would be positively
associated with problem behaviors in early adulthood.
Second, family closeness and parental behavioral con-
trol were expected to be more strongly associated with
less risky behavior among girls than boys. This hypoth-
esis is based on Gilligan’s theory of sex differences in
morality development; whereby, interpersonal connec-
tions and relationships e notably those occurring
within a family context e more strongly impact deci-
sion-making processes among female as compared to
male youth (Gilligan, 1982; Hagan et al., 1988). Fi-
nally, based on parenting theory, we hypothesized
that family closeness and parental behavioral control
would be directly and indirectly associated with health
problems in early adulthood through delayed onset of
health risk in adolescence.

Method

Data source and sample

This study uses data from the National Longitudinal
Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), which were
designed to assess the impact of social contexts on the
health status and behavior of a nationally representa-
tive sample of 7e12th graders. From a primary sam-
pling frame of US high schools (stratified by region,
public/private school status, and other characteristics),
80 high school and middle school pairs were selected
for a total of 134 schools. In each school, 200 students
were randomly selected from grade and gender strata
to participate in a 1½-hour in-home interview (76%
n¼ 12,105, response rate). Ethnic groups were over
sampled for a total of 20,740 in-home interviews.
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In-home interviews were conducted at three time
points: 1995, 1996, and 2001. A 30-min parent inter-
view was also administered at Time 1 (Harris et al.,
2003).

We selected youth aged 12e14 years at Time 1 (less
than 1% of youth were 11-years-old). Of these 5583
participants, we restricted the sample to youth partici-
pating at Time 2 (83%, n¼ 4654) and Time 3 (58%,
n¼ 3263). At Time 2, youth were 13- to 15-years-
old (less than 1% were aged 12 years; 1% were aged
16 years), and at Time 3 they were 19- to 21-years-
old (2% were aged 18 years). From the remaining
2745 youth, we included those with valid data for the
independent variables (n¼ 2429).

Reflecting interest in the onset of youths’ risk-
taking behaviors, we only included adolescents not
engaged in the respective risky behavior by Time 1.
Thus, for analyses of each outcome, we excluded youth
who reported having used alcohol (29%, n¼ 699); had
sexual intercourse (13%, n¼ 312); or, been truant
(13%, n¼ 319) by Time 1. We excluded youth without
valid data for dependent variables at Times 2 and 3 and,
for analyses of alcohol use, youth without valid data for
parent-reported alcohol use (7.5%, n¼ 129). This left
us with the following sample sizes: 1569 for analyses
related to alcohol use; 2094 for analyses related
to sexual behavior; and 2044 for school dropout
analyses.

Youth excluded because of attrition were more
likely than those who participated at all time points
to live in a single- or stepparent (as compared to two
biological parent) family; to be of racial/ethnic minor-
ity background; and to live in families with less house-
hold incomes. Adolescents excluded due to Time 1 risk
behaviors were older and less likely to live with two bi-
ological/adoptive parents than were others. Further,
youth excluded from analyses of sexual risk due to
early sex were more likely to be male; be Black,
non-Hispanic (compared to all others); live in a steppar-
ent (as compared to two biological/adoptive) family;
and have less household income. Youth excluded
from alcohol models because of early alcohol use
were less likely to be Black, non-Hispanic compared
to all others. Finally, youth excluded from school drop-
out analyses because of early truancy lived in families
with less household income.

Analytic plan

Subsequent to conducting preliminary analyses us-
ing SPSS 14.0 (SPSS, Inc., 2005), we tested hypotheses
using structural equation modeling (SEM) techniques
with LISREL 8.72, which can handle dichotomous out-
comes and a clustered sampling design (Joreskog &
Sorbom, 2005). SEM isolates measurement error in
models by incorporating it in equations. This technique
enabled us to specify, estimate, and evaluate the fit of
the theoretical model where family processes at Time
1 were indirectly associated with risk behaviors at
Time 3 through youth initiation of risk behavior at
Time 2. All analyses were weighted and accounted
for the clustered sampling design of schools within
regions of the country. SEM analyses were done in a
covariance metric, and models were run using the
maximum likelihood method of estimation.

The measurement model was a confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) of indicators used to represent latent
constructs (i.e., parental behavioral control, family
closeness, problem drinking; Little, Lindenberger, &
Nesselroade, 1999). To identify latent constructs, the
scale of each observed variable was set to the metric
of the first indicator variable. Latent variances in mea-
surement models were fixed at 1.0, and factor loadings,
residual variances, and correlations among latent fac-
tors were freely estimated because no equality con-
straints were imposed in the initial model. In addition
to results for the minimum fit function c2 statistic,
which is overly sensitive to large sample sizes, we
present results from the Root Mean Square Error
(RMSEA) and its corresponding 90% Confidence In-
terval (CI). The RMSEA is a measure of practical fit
and is valid when LISREL analyses account for weights
and a clustered sampling design (other measures of
model fit are not available in analyses accounting
for a weighted and clustered sample). RMSEA values
below 0.08 indicate an ‘‘acceptable’’ model fit;
values below 0.05 indicate a ‘‘good’’ model fit; and
values below 0.01 indicate an ‘‘excellent’’ model fit.

To examine gender differences in measurement and
structural models, we conducted multigroup SEM. We
first established measurement invariance across gender
groups and then tested for the significance of gender
differences in structural paths linking family socializa-
tion processes to youths’ risk-taking behaviors.

Measures

Problem behaviors e early adulthood
Data on problem behaviors were gathered using

Computer Assisted Self-administered Interviewing
(CASI) technology, whereby, participants listened to
questions through earphones and entered responses
on laptop computers. Problematic alcohol use was
measured as a latent construct based on six observed
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indicators. Indicators measured the following events:
being hung over and sick from drinking in the past
12 months (response categories: 0¼ never, 1¼ once;
2¼ twice; 3¼ 3 or 4 times; 4¼ 5 or more times); num-
ber of days drank alcohol, got drunk, and drank five or
more drinks in a row in the past 12 months (response
categories: 0¼ none; 1¼ 1 or 2 days in the past 12
months; 2¼ once a month or less; 3¼ 2 or 3 days
a month; 4¼ 1 or 2 days a week; 5¼ 3 to 5 days
a week; 6¼ every day or almost every day); and, num-
ber of times drank four or more drinks on one occasion
during the past 2 weeks (open-ended responses).

Based on a poor fit for the initial measurement
model (RMSEA¼ 0.154, 90% CI¼ 0.140e0.168),
we refit the measurement model for drinking using
item parceling techniques. This resulted in an optimal
set of three indicators for the latent drinking construct
(Kishton & Widaman, 1994). The advantages of par-
cels over single items include parcels’ greater reliabil-
ity, less distributional violations, greater communality,
larger ratio of common-to-unique factor variance, less
chance for correlated residuals or dual loadings, less
demand for parameters to define a construct, and re-
duced sources of sampling error (Little, Cunningham,
Shahar, & Widaman, 2002). The parcels represented
averaged aggregates of the following items: (1) days
drink and days sick; (2) drink at least five in a row
and drink at least four on one occasion and (3) hung
over and being drunk. The revised measurement model
using parcels was saturated, thus indicating perfect
model fit.

In order to examine invariance of the measurement
model for problem drinking across gender groups, we
used multiple group CFA where a series of nested
models were tested starting with a configurally invari-
ant model, progressing to a weak factorial invariant
model, and culminating with a strong factorial
invariant model (Meredith, 1993; Widaman & Riese,
1997). A significant difference in chi-square from the
baseline model to later models indicated no evidence
of strong factorial invariance for problem drinking
across gender. Alcohol use models were thus examined
separately by gender.

Sexual risk was measured as a continuous manifest
variable based on the Time 3 report of the number of
different partners that the young adult had vaginal in-
tercourse with in the past 12 months. Due to the small
number reporting 15 or more partners, values greater
than 14 were collapsed into 15 or more (M¼ 3.45;
SD¼ 3.88). Early school dropout was measured as
a manifest variable of the Time 3 report of educational
attainment. Responses of 10th grade or less indicated
that the youth was behind in school or had dropped
out of school by the ages of 19e21 years. Dropout
was coded as 1 and all other responses were coded
as 0, the reference group.

Onset of problem behaviors: adolescence
Problem behaviors in adolescence were measured as

manifest variables using CASI technology at Time 2.
Alcohol use measured self-reported frequency of
drinking alcohol in the past year (response categories
included: 1¼ everyday or almost every day; 2¼ 3 to
5 days a week 3¼ 1 or 2 days a week; 4¼ 2 or 3
days a month; 5¼ once a month or less; 6¼ 1 or 2
days in the past 12 months; 7¼ never). Using alcohol
on at least 1 or 2 days in the past year was coded as
1¼ onset of alcohol use (versus 0, the reference
group). Sexual intercourse is a self-reported measure
of having had sexual intercourse since the month of
the last interview. A response of 1¼ yes indicated the
onset of sexual intercourse. School skipping was indi-
cated by youth reports of the number of days that s/he
skipped school without an excuse during the past 12
months. Responses of one or more were coded as 1, in-
dicating that the youth experienced an onset of truant
behavior; responses of ‘‘never’’ were coded as 0 (the
reference group).

Family socialization processes: early adolescence
Family closeness was measured from four youth-

reported items on the family paying attention to,
understanding, and caring for the youth and the youth
having fun with the family. Response categories fell
along a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1¼ not
at all to 5¼ very much. Items were used as observed
indicators of a latent construct of family closeness.
Seven youth-reported items measured parents’ behav-
ioral control. Items measured whether the parents let
the youth make decisions about what to wear, who to
hang out with, what to eat, the amount and kind of tele-
vision watched, curfews, and the time to bed. Response
categories of 0¼ no and 1¼ yes were reverse coded.

Although the initial measurement model for the two
parenting constructs showed a reasonably good fit to
the data, c2 (43)¼ 189.469; RMSEA¼ 0.040 (90%
CI¼ 0.035e0.046), item parceling techniques were
used for parental behavioral control to reduce indica-
tors to an optimal set of three. The three parcels
represented averaged aggregates of the following deci-
sion-making items: (1) amount of television and time
home; (2) television programs and time to bed; and,
(3) what child eats and who child hangs with and
what child wears. This measurement model also
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showed a reasonably good fit to the data, c2

(13)¼ 34.280; RMSEA¼ 0.027, 90% CI¼ 0.016e
0.039. Results from the series of models testing
invariance of the measurement model for parenting
constructs across gender groups indicated no signifi-
cant difference in chi-squares from the baseline model
to later models. Thus, there was evidence for measure-
ment invariance across gender.

Sociodemographic background
Time 1 survey responses were used for manifest

measures of sociodemographic attributes. Using more
than 200 household roster items, we created dummy
codes to represent one of three family structure types:
two biological/adoptive parent family (reference
group; 61%), stepparent family (25%), and single-par-
ent family (14%). Household income was a continuous
measure calculated from parent reports of the house-
hold’s income before taxes in 1994. Missing income
data was imputed by regressing income on parent edu-
cational attainment, racial/ethnic background, and fam-
ily structure. The median household income was
$45,504. Race/ethnicity was based on youth self-re-
ports of being White, non-Hispanic (70% were White,
the reference group); Black, non-Hispanic (13% were
African American); Hispanic (11% were Latino);
Asian or Pacific Islander (4% were Asian American);
and Native American or Other (3% were Other). Age
was calculated based on youth reports of their date of
birth. On average, youth were aged 13.3 years
(SD¼ 0.67) at Time 1; 14.3 (SD¼ 0.72) at Time 2;
and, 19.7 (SD¼ 0.73) at Time 3. Gender was coded
as a value of 1 if the adolescent was female (51%),
with males as the reference group.

Because youth drinking is positively associated with
parents’ alcohol use (Arata, Stafford, & Tims, 2003),
we measure parental heavy alcohol use using parent re-
port of drinking five or more drinks on one occasion at
least one time in the previous month (response cate-
gories: 1¼ once through 6¼ five or more times were
recoded to 1¼ at least once, versus 0, the reference
group). At Time 1, 13% of parents reported heavy al-
cohol use.

Results

Youth involvement in problem behaviors

Among youth not engaged in respective problem
behaviors by Time 1, 21% (n¼ 327) experienced an
onset of alcohol use; 13% (n¼ 266) reported skipping
school; and 9% (n¼ 190) initiated sex a year later.
Girls were slightly more likely than boys to report an
onset of sexual intercourse (11 versus 8%, c2

(1)¼ 5.05, p< 0.05); and alcohol use (23 versus
19%, c2 (1)¼ 4.50, p< 0.05). During early adulthood,
when the sample was 19- to 21-years-old, one-third of
youth (n¼ 527, 34%) reported five or more drinks in
a row at least once a month in the previous year; 6%
(n¼ 113) had not completed more than the 10th grade
of schooling, and the median number of sexual partners
in the past 12 months was two. When compared to
males, females reported less binge drinking (26 versus
41%, c2 (1)¼ 41.35, p< 0.001) during early
adulthood.

Mean differences in latent constructs by youth gender

Prior to testing structural models, we examined dif-
ferences in latent means for family closeness and pa-
rental behavioral control by gender. (As noted earlier,
problem drinking did not demonstrate measurement in-
variance across gender, thus, latent means in drinking
were not examined by gender). We thus examined
the difference in c2 between models where latent vari-
able intercepts were constrained across gender groups
to equal zero and unconstrained models where latent
variable intercepts were directly estimated (Thompson
& Green, 2006). Results from analyses of each of the
three study samples indicated no group differences in
latent variable means by gender. Results from the sam-
ple of youth reporting no sexual intercourse by Time 1
are presented here. The fit of the unconstrained model
was c2 (46)¼ 43.82, p¼ 0.56 and of the constrained
model was c2 (47)¼ 45.05, p¼ 0.55. The difference
of c2(1)¼ 1.23, p¼ 0.27 indicated mean levels of fam-
ily closeness were not significantly different between
males and females. The c2 for the constrained model
for parental behavioral control was c2 (47)¼ 43.59,
p¼ 0.61, leaving a difference of: c2 (1)¼ 0.23,
p¼ 0.63, which again indicated no significant gender
difference in levels of parental behavioral control.
Multivariate results for family socialization and
risk behaviors

Models for drinking are presented by gender be-
cause of the lack of measurement invariance. Models
for sex and school outcomes are presented by gender
because multigroup SEM analyses indicated significant
gender differences in path coefficients for models
predicting school dropout and number of sex partners
(results available from authors). Structural models
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demonstrated reasonably good fit, as indicated by
RMSEAs of 0.05 or less.

Academic risk e females
As shown in Fig. 1, greater family closeness during

early adolescencewasdirectly associated with less truancy
in adolescence and less early dropout in early adulthood.
There were also indirect paths linking family closeness
to less dropout by way of less truancy in adolescence.

Sexual risk e females
As with school-related behavior, more family closeness

during early adolescence was directly associated with less
onset of sexual intercourse by middle adolescence and
having fewer sex partners during early adulthood. There
were also indirect paths from family closeness to sex
partners through the early initiation of sex (Fig. 2).

Alcohol risk e males
For males, greater parental behavioral control dur-

ing early adolescence was directly associated with
less problematic drinking in early adulthood but unre-
lated to alcohol use onset in middle adolescence. Males
experiencing the onset of alcohol use by middle ado-
lescence did, however, report more problematic drink-
ing during early adulthood when compared to males
with no or a delayed onset of alcohol use (Fig. 3).

Sexual risk e males
Parental behavioral control and family closeness

were each directly associated with males having fewer
sex partners during early adulthood but unrelated to
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sex initiation by middle adolescence. Males reporting
early sex initiation reported higher numbers of sex
partners in early adulthood (Fig. 4).

Alcohol risk e females and academic risk e males
Family socialization processes were not significantly

associated with males’ academic risks or females’
alcohol use. Results for these models demonstrated
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models, early onset of risk behavior was positively as-
sociated with later problem behaviors. Onset of alcohol
use by middle adolescence was associated with more
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Truancy in middle adolescence was positively associ-
ated with early school drop out among males.

Discussion

Among a nationally representative sample of youth,
this study examined the salience of family socialization
processes experienced during early adolescence to the
onset of risk behaviors by middle adolescence and, in
turn, to problem behaviors in early adulthood. Results
for all three behavioral outcomes e alcohol use, num-
ber of sex partners, school dropout e supported the
hypothesis that early onset of risk behavior in adoles-
cence would be associated with more problem be-
havior in early adulthood. Efforts aimed at reducing
young adults’ problem drinking, multiple sex partners,
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and early school leaving are therefore likely to be
enhanced by interventions targeting reductions in the
onset of alcohol use, sexual intercourse, and truancy
during middle adolescence.

Results also supported the second hypothesis that
family socialization processes would be more strongly
associated with fewer risk behaviors among females
compared to males. This gender difference, however,
was manifest only during adolescence. Family closeness
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but implicitly encourage males partake in riskier behav-
iors (Browning et al., 2005). It is notable that the greater
salience of family socialization to females’ risk-taking
behaviors did not extend into early adulthood. Perhaps
societal pressures for youth to follow a gendered
course of risk behavior e higher for males and lower
for females e are most pronounced during adolescence.
Alternatively, young people may simply be more
vulnerable to societal pressures during the adolescent,
as compared to early adult years, because of the salience
of identity formation during adolescence.

Females’ behaviors were associated only with the
relational dimension of family socialization, measured
as family closeness; whereas, males’ behaviors were
more strongly linked to the instrumental dimension
of family socialization, evidenced by parental deci-
sions regarding youth behavior. Females perceiving
more connection and closeness in their interpersonal
familial relations reported less truancy and sex during
adolescence and less early school dropout and sex
with multiple partners during early adulthood. Among
males, both parental behavioral control and, to a lesser
extent, family closeness, were directly associated with
reduced problem behaviors during early adulthood.
When males reported that parents made more decisions
regarding curfews, friends, and routine daily activities
during early adolescence, males later reported less
problematic drinking and fewer sex partners during
early adulthood.

Variations in the salience of different dimensions
of family socialization processes for males versus
females are consistent with gendered theories about
sex differences in relationship processes and socializa-
tion (Borawski et al., 2003; Browning et al., 2005).
Although early family closeness was associated with
fewer sex partners among young adult males, potential
protective effects of closeness for reduced risk behav-
iors may be pronounced among females. Beginning
early in the life course, females value interpersonal
connection and relatedness to a greater extent than
do males and males are more invested in instrumental
aspects of relationships (Gilligan, 1987, 1996; Rose &
Rudolph, 2006). Here, we have shown how these differ-
ences in relationship style may have consequences for
the relevance family socialization influences on youths’
risk-taking behaviors from adolescence into early adult-
hood. Perhaps strong family bonds and a sense of ‘‘to-
getherness’’ instill in females a sense of belonging that
deters them from becoming detached from family
through behaviors such as school disengagement and
sexual risk. It is worth noting that we did not find sig-
nificant associations between family closeness and al-
cohol use either for females or males. Given that
alcohol use is a more socially accepted behavior than
are truancy, dropout, and sexual activity, we speculate
that family connection has less relevance to behaviors
that are more socially sanctioned. Likewise, the nega-
tive sequelae of intoxication are more accepted during
young adulthood than during other phases of the life
course.

Findings for behavioral control suggest that males
may ascribe greater or at least equal meaning and value
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to concrete actions that parents take as compared to the
relational aspects of family connections. Interestingly,
the value of both instrumental control and family
closeness experienced during early adolescence for
males’ well being was evident only during the early
adult years rather than the more proximal middle ado-
lescent years. The lack of short-term benefits of family
socialization processes for less risky behavior among
boys may be due to the fact that parents’ direct and in-
direct efforts in regulating their youths’ behaviors are
coming at a time when youth are striving for increased
autonomy and independence from parents. This is es-
pecially relevant with regard to our measure of deci-
sion-making which refers to choice of friends, dress,
eating, and television-watching. Adolescents perceive
these as less legitimate domains of parental authority
than issues pertaining to moral or normative behavior
(Bosma et al., 1996). This study’s findings are uniquely
valuable in demonstrating that parental behavioral con-
trol and, in the case of sexual risk e family closeness,
may have long-term benefits for male youths’ well be-
ing. Perhaps males who experience more family sup-
port and greater parental regulation of their behaviors
during early adolescence develop better self-regulation
skills or learn to affiliate with pro-social peer groups,
which then pay off during later phases of youth devel-
opment. Previous studies, for example, have linked pa-
rental monitoring to less affiliation with deviant peers
(Patterson & Dishion, 1985) and parental support to
greater adolescent self-regulation (Purdie, Carroll, &
Roche, 2004). Future research should examine whether
self-regulation or peer group selection explains how
and why family socialization processes experienced
during early adolescence shapes the behaviors of males
into early adulthood.

Our confidence in findings regarding differences in
how family socialization processes operate for males
and females from adolescence into early adulthood is
bolstered by some important features of this study.
Our family socialization constructs tapped into rela-
tionships with the youth’s parent and family, as opposed
to mother, who is often the sole focus of parenting stud-
ies. By using gender-neutral, family measures, there is
less concern that results reflect differences in the nature
of relationships between mothers and daughters versus
mothers and sons. Further, we did not find significant
gender differences in latent means for family closeness
or parental behavioral control. In this way, our results
differ from those of Hagan et al. (1988) who found
that mean levels of relational control explained the
greater salience of this kind of parental control to
females’ behaviors. Here, we have evidence suggesting
that family closeness and parental behavioral control
actually operate differently for males and females.

Conclusions drawn about the long-term conse-
quences of family socialization processes for youth
outcomes are also limited in some ways. For example,
family socialization measures omit important parent-
ing attributes including monitoring, supervision,
warmth, support, and involvement that shape
adolescent behaviors (Bugental & Grusec, 2006). In
addition, because youth report on both family sociali-
zation processes and on their own behaviors, a youth’s
feelings and behaviors may influence youth reports of
family socialization. This shared method variance
does not, however, alter gender differences in this
study because it would not affect findings differen-
tially for males versus females. An additional limita-
tion is that of causality. Although temporal ordering
between constructs strengthens arguments for causal-
ity, it does not eliminate the possibility that other
unmeasured factors are responsible for associations
evident here. A learning disability (not measured
here), for example, may cause adolescent females to
both be disengaged from school and perceive a lack
of family connection. In this case, associations be-
tween family closeness and later school truancy and
dropout may be the result of females’ learning disabil-
ity rather than family closeness. Finally, findings from
this study have limited generalizability due to our
excluding youth lost to attrition and/or engaged in
risk behaviors by Time 1. Attrition bias resulted in
a sample that included more White, non-Hispanic
youth and was slightly more socioeconomically
advantaged. The exclusion of youth due to early
problem behaviors resulted in samples that were bi-
ased toward a younger age and toward different ra-
cial/ethnic distributions (e.g., African Americans
were less likely to be dropped from alcohol use anal-
yses but more likely to be dropped from sexual risk
and school dropout analyses). Although this limits
our capacity to generalize findings to youth engaged
in risk behaviors at a very young age, the exclusion
of youth engaged in risk-taking behaviors by ages
12e14 years was important in helping address
problems of reverse causality, whereby, youth behav-
ior at Time 0 affects parenting measured at Time 1.
In this way, we have greater confidence in the direc-
tionality from family socialization to adolescent
behavior.

In sum, our study corroborates the centrality of fam-
ily socialization processes experienced during early ad-
olescence to less problem behavior during early
adulthood. The effectiveness of interventions aimed
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at improving family relations, however, is likely to be
enhanced by intervention designs stressing the pro-
nounced salience of close relationships for females
and of instrumental control for males.
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