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Abstract Research has shown that discrepancies in ado-
lescents’ and their parents’ perceptions of the family are
linked to adolescent adjustment. Of note, the majority of
studies to date have focused on differences in perceptions
between adolescents and their parents. However, recent
research has suggested that convergence in adolescents’
and their parents’ perceptions of the family may be linked
to adolescent psychological outcomes as well. To date,
research examining adolescents’ and parents’ perceptions
of the family in relation to outcomes has focused only on
adolescent outcomes. Therefore, the goal of this study was
to examine the relationship between adolescents’ and their
mothers’ perceptions of the family and mothers’ psycho-
logical symptomatology. Surveys were administered to 141
adolescents (56 % girls) and their mothers during the
spring of 2007. The results indicated that adolescents
viewed the family more negatively in comparison to their
mothers. In addition, interactions between adolescents’ and
mothers’ reports of open communication, communication
problems, and family satisfaction predicted mothers’ psy-
chological symptoms. These interactions indicated that
mothers reported the most psychological symptoms when
adolescents and mothers agreed that family functioning
was poor (e.g., low open communication, high communi-
cation problems, low family satisfaction). The findings
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from this study underscore the need to consider adoles-
cents’ and parents’ perceptions of the family in tandem
when considering parental psychological adjustment.
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psychopathology

Introduction

Many changes occur within the individual during adoles-
cence, including the development of autonomy and iden-
tity, pubertal development, and advances in cognitive
abilities (Smetana et al. 2006; Spear 2000). These changes
are embedded within various contexts, including the fam-
ily. During adolescence, salient changes in the family
system take place. Although most adolescents experience
positive relationships with their families (Smetana et al.
2006), as adolescents negotiate more autonomy with par-
ents, family satisfaction and cohesion decrease (Ohannes-
sian et al. 2000; Smetana et al. 2006; Steinberg and Morris
2001), and family conflict increases (Montemayor 1983).
As levels of family conflict rise, disagreements between
adolescents and their parents increase as well (De Los
Reyes et al. 2012), including differences in how adoles-
cents and their parents perceive the family and their rela-
tionships with one another (Augenstein et al. 2016; De Los
Reyes et al. 2016; De Los Reyes 2011; Ohannessian et al.
2000). For example, a mother might view herself as
knowledgeable about her adolescent’s friends and the
whereabouts of her adolescent, whereas the adolescent
might perceive the mother’s level of knowledge as very
low (De Los Reyes et al. 2013d). These discrepant views
between adolescents and parents take place across many
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areas of adolescent and family functioning (e.g., family
conflict and relationship quality; parental monitoring; and
adolescents’ behavioral and emotional problems; for a
review, see De Los Reyes 2013). Of note, these discrep-
ancies in adolescent-parent perceptions comprise some of
the most robust observations in clinical and developmental
science (De Los Reyes et al. 2015) and occur in vastly
different cultures worldwide (Rescorla et al. 2013).

Taken together, studies conducted to date indicate that
adolescents tend to view the family more negatively in
comparison to their parents (Fung and Lau 2010; Ohan-
nessian and De Los Reyes 2014, Ohannessian et al. 2000;
Shek 2007). Adolescents report lower levels of family
satisfaction and family cohesion (Ohannessian et al. 1995,
2000), but higher levels of communication problems in
comparison to their parents (De Los Reyes et al. 2016;
Laird and De Los Reyes 2013; Reynolds et al. 2011; Yu
et al. 2006).

Adolescents’ increasingly negative perceptions of the
family partially may be due to their developing cognitive
abilities, allowing them to think about alternatives and to
adopt perspectives that differ from those of other family
members, particularly those of their parents (Blakemore
2007, 2008; Smetana et al. 2009). The adoption of more
negative views may result in discrepant perceptions
between adolescents and their parents, as parents tend to
view the family in a relatively more positive light. In turn,
these discrepant perceptions may play a role in adolescent
autonomy development (enabling the adolescent to become
more emotionally detached from the family) and ultimately
the realignment of family relationships (Holmbeck and
O’Donnell 1991; Montemayor and Flannery 1990; Shek
2002; Steinberg 1990, 1991). In line with this reasoning, in
a study examining adolescents and their mothers, adoles-
cent-mother discrepant perceptions of autonomy granting
were related to an increase in mother-reported attachment
in the adolescent-mother relationship 6 months later
(Holmbeck and O’Donnell 1991). In other words, adoles-
cents who disagreed more with their mothers on how much
autonomy they were given had higher levels of mother-
adolescent attachment 6 months later. In another study
examining early adolescents, discrepancies in adolescent
boys’ and their fathers’ perceptions of family functioning
were related to higher levels of boys’ self-competence
(Ohannessian et al. 2000). Perhaps the presence of dis-
crepant adolescent-parent perceptions allows adolescents to
begin to emotionally separate from their parents. The
process of becoming more emotionally independent and
autonomous from parents may lead to higher levels of self-
esteem and self-competence particularly for boys because
they are less enmeshed in the family during early adoles-
cence in comparison to girls (Gore et al. 1993). Taken
together, these studies suggest that discrepancies in
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adolescent-parent perceptions may be necessary for the
successful mastery of the primary developmental tasks of
adolescence (e.g., the development of autonomy and
identity) and may ultimately be adaptive for both the
adolescent and the family (e.g., the realignment of rela-
tionships within the family).

In contrast to research suggesting that discrepant ado-
lescent-parent perceptions may be adaptive, more recent
work suggests that such discrepant perceptions may be
associated with maladaptive adolescent outcomes includ-
ing lower levels of self-competence, anxiety and mood
problems, conduct problems, externalizing behaviors, and
substance use (De Los Reyes 2011; De Los Reyes et al.
2010; Juang et al. 2007; Ohannessian et al. 2000; Ohan-
nessian 2012; Ohannessian et al. 1995). Discrepant ado-
lescent-parent perceptions also have been associated with
higher levels of mother-reported conflict (Miller and Drotar
2003). This research suggests that underlying discrepant
adolescent-parent perceptions is a lack of understanding in
the family relationship, which may be associated with
problems in family functioning, predisposing family
members to maladaptive outcomes (Goodman et al. 2010).

Importantly, discrepancies in adolescent and parental
views of the family may not only reflect changes in the
adolescent but also may reflect changes in other family
members. Moreover, each family member influences the
perspective and behavior of other family members.
According to relational developmental systems and trans-
actional perspectives (Beveridge and Berg 2007; Lerner
2006; Lerner et al. 2011), adolescents and parents influence
one another over the course of the adolescent’s develop-
ment. For instance, parents may encourage their adoles-
cent’s independent behavior, as well as defer to their
adolescent’s increasing push for autonomy (Soenens et al.
2007). Either action (or lack of action) influences the
family system as well.

Taken together, studies examining discrepancies in ado-
lescents’ and their parents’ perceptions of the family indicate
that the stress and conflict associated with disagreements
between family members may result in maladaptive out-
comes for the adolescent and the family system. However, in
the long term, discrepancies in adolescent-parent percep-
tions appear to play an important role in the process of
adolescent individuation from the family and the realign-
ment of family relationships. Although a fair amount of work
now has been conducted focusing on discrepant adolescent-
parent perceptions and the manner in which they are asso-
ciated with adolescent adjustment, no study has yet to
examine links between adolescent-parent perceptions and
parents’ psychological adjustment. The lack of research
focusing on parental adjustment is a key gap given that
according to family systems theory; family members
intrinsically are connected to one another, and the behavior
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of all individuals in the family system influences the
behavior of all other family members (Bowen 1991; Min-
uchin 2002). Relational developmental systems and trans-
actional perspectives (Beveridge and Berg 2007; Lerner
2006; Lerner et al. 2011) also purport that parents play an
active role in adolescent development and are influenced by
their relationships with others in the family. As such, dis-
crepancies in adolescent-parent perceptions are likely to be
associated with parents’ psychological adjustment as well.

Of note, most research examining discrepancies in
adolescent-parent perceptions has focused on young ado-
lescents (e.g., middle school students). These studies have
been informative; however, it would be important to
include older adolescents who are more independent from
the family because theories relating to adolescent auton-
omy suggest that discrepancies in adolescent-parent per-
ceptions should increase as the adolescent becomes more
autonomous (e.g., Baltes and Silverberg 1994). If that is the
case, perceptions between older adolescent-parent dyads
should be less discrepant in comparison to the younger
adolescent-parent dyads examined in most studies to date.

Importantly, assessments of discrepant perceptions typ-
ically have relied on metrics of dubious reliability and
validity, namely the calculation of difference scores
between adolescents’ and parents’ (e.g., De Los Reyes and
Kazdin 2004; De Los Reyes et al. 2010; Laird and De Los
Reyes 2013). Recent research suggests that these difference
scores statistically are redundant with the individual reports
from which they are calculated. As such, difference scores
cannot reveal additional information about discrepant
perceptions beyond the effects accounted for by individual
reports (De Los Reyes et al. 2013c). Because of this issue,
some scholars now are using interactions within a multiple
regression framework to examine discrepant perceptions in
dyads. Interaction methods allow for the direct examination
of whether differences between reports contribute to pre-
diction beyond the main effects of individual reports (Laird
and De Los Reyes 2013). Moreover, these methods can be
modified for use to examine discrepant views as either
predictors, outcomes, or both (De Los Reyes et al. 2016;
Laird and LaFleur 2015).

In addition, another possibility when jointly considering
adolescents’ and parents’ perceptions of the family
involves examining points of convergence between ado-
lescents’ and parents’ perceptions. Indeed, if discrepant
adolescent-parent perceptions reflect a lack of under-
standing in the family relationship, then convergence in
such perceptions may indicate consonance among family
members about the nature and extent of family functioning.
Recent work supports such a possibility. For example, in a
study examining adolescents and their parents, increased
scores on a task designed to assess emotion recognition

performance (i.e., greater scores reflect greater ability to
correctly recognize others’ emotions) related to decreased
discrepancies (i.e., more convergence) between adoles-
cents’ and parents’ views on daily topics about the family
(e.g., completing chores and homework; De Los Reyes
et al. 2013b). In other work, convergence between ado-
lescent and parents on high degrees of positive domains of
family functioning (i.e., both adolescent and parent agree
on high levels of parental acceptance of the adolescent)
predicted lower levels of adolescent depressive symptoms
(Laird and De Los Reyes 2013). Perhaps convergence in
perceptions between adolescents and parents on positive
domains of family functioning provides a buffer against
negative outcomes. A relatively less understood phe-
nomenon involves the predictive utility of convergence
between adolescents’ and parents’ perceptions of negative
domains of family functioning (e.g., both agree on rela-
tively poor levels of communication among family mem-
bers). Thus, a key aim of this study involves assessing the
ability of convergence between adolescents’ and parents’
perceptions of both negative and positive domains of
family functioning to predict variations in parents’ psy-
chological functioning.

The Present Study

Given limitations of the literature, the present investigation
was designed to provide a more systematic examination of
the relationship between discrepancies in adolescents’ and
their parents’ perceptions of the family and parents’ psy-
chological adjustment. More specifically, in a community
sample of older adolescents (10th and 11th grade students)
and their mothers, the following research questions were
addressed: (a) During late adolescence, do adolescents
have more negative perceptions of the family than do their
mothers? (b) To what degree are adolescents’ and their
mothers’ perceptions of the family correlated with one
another? (c) Do differences and/or similarities in adoles-
cents’ and their mothers’ perceptions of the family predict
mothers’ psychological symptomatology? Consistent with
work reviewed previously, we expected to find: (a) ado-
lescents reporting relatively negative levels of family
functioning relative to mothers; (b) adolescent-parent cor-
respondence in reports of family functioning to be in the
low-to-moderate range; and (c) relative to divergence
between reports, convergence in adolescent-parent reports
of high levels of positive domains of family functioning
(e.g., open communication) and low levels of negative
family functioning domains (e.g., communication prob-
lems) to be associated with relatively low levels of moth-
ers’ psychological problems.
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Method
Participants

A sample of 141 adolescents (56 % girls, mean
age = 15.99 years, SD .70, range = 15-18) and their moth-
ers participated (all of the adolescents had to have a partici-
pating mother to be included). Seventy-five percent of the
adolescents were European American, 12 % were African-
American, 7 % were Latin American, and 2 % were Asian
American (the rest described themselves as “other”). These
percentages are reflective of the area from which the sample
was drawn (71 % European American, 23 % African Amer-
ican, 4 % Asian American, 7 % Latin American; U.S. Census
Bureau 2008). Most of the mothers (96 %) and fathers (99 %)
had graduated from high school. Some of the parents also had
completed 2 years of college (19 % of mothers and 16 % of
fathers) or 4 years of college (35 % of mothers and 27 % of
fathers) and a minority (13 % of mothers and 15 % of fathers)
had attended graduate or medical school. The majority of the
adolescents (72 %) lived with both of their biological parents.

Procedure

The University of Delaware’s Institutional Review Board
approved the study protocol. Public high schools in Dela-
ware, Pennsylvania, and Maryland (within a 60 mile radius
of the University of Delaware) were invited to participate
in the study. The administration from seven public high
schools (three schools from Delaware, three schools from
Pennsylvania, and one school from Maryland) agreed to
have their school participate. During the spring of 2007,
10th and 11th grade students from participating schools,
who provided assent (at school immediately prior to the
survey) and parental consent (sent via the mail), completed
a self-report survey in school by trained research staff (all
of whom were certified with human subjects training).
Seventy-one percent of the adolescents attending the
schools participated. The majority of the students who did
not participate were absent on the day that the survey was
administered. Only three percent of the adolescents present
on the day of data collection decided not to participate.

All participants were told that participation was voluntary,
that they could withdraw from the study at any time, and that
the data collected were confidential. In addition, they were
informed that an active Certificate of Confidentiality from the
U.S. government further protected their privacy. The ado-
lescent survey included measures on the family, coping,
technology use, extracurricular activities, and their own and
their parents’ psychological symptoms and substance use. The
survey took approximately 40 min to complete. Adolescents
were given a movie pass for their participation.
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Parents of participating adolescents were mailed a
packet with an invitation to participate in the study. The
parent packet included a cover letter, a consent form, a
parent survey, and a prepaid envelope to return the survey
and consent form. The parent survey included measures
relating to the family, and their own and their adolescent’s
psychological symptoms and substance use. Parents were
mailed a $20 gift card upon receipt of their completed
survey. Both mothers and fathers were invited to partici-
pate. However, the response rate from fathers was rela-
tively low (n = 67, 46 %). As such, only adolescents and
their mothers (n = 141 adolescent-mother dyads) were
included in this study. However, a focus on discrepancies
between adolescent and mother reports is consistent with
prior work in the informant discrepancies literature (see
Augenstein et al. 2016; De Los Reyes et al. 2013a, b, c; De
Los Reyes et al. 2010; Laird and De Los Reyes 2013).

Measures

All participants completed a demographic questionnaire
which included questions relating to age, gender, race/
ethnicity, and education. In addition, adolescents and their
mothers completed the family measures described below.

Adolescent-Mother Communication

The Adolescent-Parent Communication Scale (PACS;
Barnes and Olson 2003) was administered to both adoles-
cents and mothers. Adolescents and their mothers respon-
ded to the same 20 items. The PACS includes 10-item
subscales that reflect Open Communication and Commu-
nication Problems. Respective sample items are “I find it
easy to discuss problems with my child/mother” and “I
don’t think I can tell my child/mother how I really feel
about some things.” The response scale ranges from
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. A total score
(reversing communication problems items) also may be
calculated. Previous research has supported the construct
validity of this measure (Barnes and Olson 2003). In our
sample, Cronbach alpha coefficients were .92 (Open
Communication) and .78 (Communication Problems) for
the adolescents’ reports, and .86 (Open Communication)
and .79 (Communication Problems) for the mothers’
reports, respectively.

Family Satisfaction

Both adolescents and their mothers completed the 7-item
Family Satisfaction Scale (FSS; Olson and Wilson 1989).
A representative FSS item is “How satisfied are you with
how close you feel to the rest of your family?” The
response scale ranges from 1 = dissatisfied to
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5 = extremely satisfied. Separate Family Satisfaction
scores were calculated for adolescents and mothers. Prior
research has supported the validity of the FSS (Olson
2011). In our sample, Cronbach alpha coefficients were .90
for the adolescents’ reports and .83 for the mothers’
reports.

Mother Psychological Symptomatology

Mothers also completed the 53-item Brief Symptom
Inventory (BSI; Derogatis 1993) to assess their psycho-
logical distress. The BSI includes the following dimen-
sional scales: Somatization, Obsessive—Compulsive,
Interpersonal Sensitivity, Depression, Anxiety, Hostility,
Phobic Anxiety, Paranoid Ideation, and Psychoticism. A
sample BSI item is “How much were you distressed by
feelings of worthlessness?” The BSI response scale ranges
from O = not at all to 4 = extremely. All items may be
summed to create a Global Severity Index (GSI) reflecting
overall psychological distress. The GSI was used in this
study. Numerous studies have supported the validity and
the reliability of the BSI (Boulet and Boss 1991; Long et al.
2007). In our sample, the Cronbach alpha coefficient was
95.

Analytic Plan

Paired ¢ tests were conducted to assess mean-level corre-
spondence between adolescents and mothers. In addition,
correlations were calculated to assess congruence in ado-
lescent and mother reports. Polynomial regression analyses
were used to test whether adolescent-mother congruence in
reports of family communication or satisfaction predicted
mothers’ psychological symptoms. This approach provides
a more comprehensive and accurate test of whether infor-
mant discrepancies predict outcomes, relative to alternative
procedures (e.g., computing difference scores between
informants’ reports; see Laird and De Los Reyes 2013).
More specifically, in a series of models, each mother out-
come was regressed on adolescent and mother reports of
each family functioning variable and the two-way multi-
plicative interaction between adolescent and mother
reports. The model also included quadratic terms of ado-
lescent and mother reports because the interaction between
adolescent and mother reports may reflect the quadratic
effect of adolescent or mother reports if the quadratic
effects are not modeled (Ganzach 1997). As recommended
by Edwards (1994), analyses also tested the addition of a
set of coefficients one order higher in magnitude to ensure
that the model does not underestimate the complexity of
the associations. The interaction term(s) tests the funda-
mental discrepancy hypothesis that associations between
mother outcomes and reports of family functioning

provided by mothers vary as a function of reports of family
functioning provided by adolescents. However, the inter-
action term tests conditional associations generally. Post-
hoc probing of significant interaction terms, via simple
slopes analyses and plotting, was conducted to determine
whether mothers’ psychological symptoms are most com-
mon (a) when adolescents and mothers disagree on family
functioning regardless of level or (b) when adolescents and
mothers agree that family functioning is poor.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations
among family communication, family satisfaction, and
mothers’ psychological symptoms. Mean comparison via
paired-sample ¢ tests show that mothers reported signifi-
cantly more open communication than did adolescents,
t(117) = 4.46, p < .001, and that adolescents reported
significantly more communication problems than did
mothers, #(122) = —7.16, p < .001.

Correlations show modest, but statistically significant,
rank-order agreement in adolescent and mother reports of
open communication, communication problems, and family
satisfaction. However, correlations linking different vari-
ables reported by the same informant were slightly stronger
than were correlations linking reports of the same variable
made by different informants. Further, less mother-reported
open communication and satisfaction, and more adolescent-
reported communication problems were associated with
more mothers’ psychological symptoms. Finally, correla-
tions show that mothers’ psychological symptoms were not
associated with adolescent gender, age, or depression.
Therefore, polynomial regression analyses did not include
adolescent gender, age, or depression as control variables.

Polynomial Regression Analyses

Table 2 presents the results of the polynomial regression
models predicting mothers’ reports of their own psycho-
logical problems using adolescent and mother reports of
family functioning. The results without the four gender
terms are presented because in no case did the addition of
the set of four terms significantly improve model fit. Two
interaction terms of interest—adolescent reports x mother
reports, and adolescent reports x mother reports squared,
were significant for open communication. As shown in
Fig. 1, the linear slope for mother reports of open com-
munication is negative at low levels of adolescent-reported
open communication, B = —14.73, SE = 6.05, p = .015,
but flat at high levels of adolescent-reported open
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for family communication, satisfaction, and mother psychological symptoms

Variable N M (SD) 1. 2. 3. 4, 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.
1. Open—M 118 40.28 (5.59)

2. Open—A 118  37.01 (8.71) A5k

3. Problems—M 123 21.85 (6.45) —.59%k D5k

4. Problems—A 123 27.67 (7.60) —.30%* — .64k .19*

5. Satisfaction—M 125  26.11 (4.31) 567 27k —25%k  — 16

6. Satisfaction—A 125  24.90 (5.63) 22% ATEEE — 06 — .37k 23

7. BSI Global 122 12.81 (16.88) —.21* —.13 .09 20% —25%  — 19%

8. Adol. Gender 128 56 % girls .06 .08 —.03 —.12 .02 —.09 .02

9. Adol. Age 128  15.98 (.70) .01 .07 .02 —.12 —.04 .04 —-.10 —.11

10. Adol. Depression 121 34.07 (9.08) .05 —.20% .02 15 —.02 — 4] .07 .08 .06

M = mother-reported. A = adolescent-reported
*p <.05; ¥ p < .01; #** p < .001

Table 2 Adolescent and mother reports of family functioning as predictors of the Global Severity Index (polynomial regression)
Parameter Open communication Communication problems Family satisfaction

B SE p B SE p B SE )4
Adolescent report —.108 4.297 .980 1.184 2.008 555 —5.475 2.790 .050
Mother report 4.694 6.445 466 6.403 2.616 .014 —7.178 3.429 .036
Adolescent squared —2.612 2.371 271 —1.735 1.869 353 4.782 3.413 161
Mother squared —2.159 5.703 705 —1.425 2.742 .603 —4.937 6.344 436
Adolescent x mother 8.955 4.341 .039 6.817 3.380 .044 12.794 5.760 .026
Adolescent cubed —3.160 2.244 159
Mother x adolescent squared —13.450 5.534 .015
Adolescent x mother squared 17.139 9.241 .064
Mother cubed —4.871 7.618 523
Model R? 205 .068 .002 .087 .049 .080 138 .059 019
Parameter constraints X2(4) P X2 4) )4 x? “4) )4
Higher order terms removed 13.498 .0091 5.496 .2401 7.761 .1007

Adolescent and mother repots of open communication, communication problems, and family satisfaction were rescaled by dividing by 10 to
resolve estimate problems resulting from very large variance estimates for higher order terms. Higher order terms were not retained for
communication problems and family satisfaction because their removal did not adversely impact model fit

communication, B = 1.642, SE = 6.34, p = .796. Mothers
reported the most psychological symptoms when adoles-
cents and mothers agreed that communication was low. In
addition, the interaction between adolescent and mother
reports of communication problems predicted mothers’
psychological problems. As shown in Fig. 2, the linear
slope for mother reports of communication problems is
positive at high levels of adolescent-reported communica-
tion problems, B = 12.08, SE = 4.02, p = .003, but not at
low levels of adolescent-reported communication prob-
lems, B = .73, SE = 3.66, p = .84. Mothers reported the
most psychological symptoms when adolescents and
mothers agreed on high levels of communication problems.
Finally, the interaction between adolescent and mother
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reports of family satisfaction predicted mothers’ psycho-
logical problems as well. As shown in Fig. 3, the linear
slope for mother reports of family satisfaction is negative at
low levels of adolescent-reported satisfaction, B =
—15.80, SE = 5.27, p = .003, but not at high levels of
adolescent-reported satisfaction, B = 1.45, SE = 5.08,
p = .776. Mothers reported the most psychological
symptoms when adolescents and mothers agreed on low
levels of family satisfaction.

Sensitivity Analyses

Three sets of analyses were conducted to assess the sen-
sitivity and generalizability of the results. The first analysis
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Fig. 2 Fitted regression model of mothers’ reports of their own
psychological symptoms (Global Severity Index) regressed on
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Fig. 3 Fitted regression model of mothers’ reports of their own
psychological symptoms (Global Severity Index) regressed on
mother-reported family satisfaction at high and low levels of
adolescent-reported family satisfaction

added gender to the model to test the three-way interaction
between gender, adolescent-reports, and mother-reports as
predictors of mothers’ psychological symptoms. None of

the three-way interactions including adolescent gender was
statistically significant (i.e., all ps > .05). The second
analysis added adolescent age to the model to test the
three-way interaction between age, adolescent-reports, and
mother reports as predictors of mothers’ psychological
symptoms. None of the three way interactions including
adolescent age was statistically significant (i.e., all
ps > .05). The third analysis tested adolescent and mother
reports as predictors of five of the BSI dimensional scales
(i.e., Depression, Anxiety, Hostility, Phobic Anxiety, and
Interpersonal Sensitivity Symptoms). The interaction
between adolescent and mother reports of open commu-
nication only predicted maternal depression symptoms.
The pattern of the interaction was consistent with the
global symptoms pattern shown in Fig. 1. Likewise, the
interaction between adolescent and mother reports of
communication problems only predicted maternal depres-
sion symptoms with the pattern of the interaction consistent
with the global symptoms pattern shown in Fig. 2. The
interaction between adolescent and mother reports of
family satisfaction only predicted maternal anxiety symp-
toms. The pattern of the interaction was consistent with the
global symptoms pattern shown in Fig. 3.

Discussion

Adolescents and their parents often perceive aspects of the
family quite differently from one another (Ohannessian
et al. 2000). These discrepant views comprise some of the
most consistent observations in the social sciences (De Los
Reyes et al. 2015), and these discrepancies manifest
between adolescent and parent reports across vastly dif-
ferent cultures worldwide (Rescorla et al. 2013). Yet, it
remains unclear whether these discrepant views increase
risk for dysfunction and psychopathology. Scholars have
just begun to examine whether differences (and more
recently, similarities) in adolescents’ and their parents’
perceptions of the family are associated with adolescent
adjustment. However, in this new wave of research, parents
have been overlooked. Therefore, the purpose of this study
was to extend the literature on discrepancies between
adolescents’ and parents’ views of family functioning and
their relation to parents’ psychological adjustment. We
observed three findings.

Consistent with research focusing on younger adoles-
cents (Laird and De Los Reyes 2013; Ohannessian et al.
1995, 2000; Reynolds et al. 2011; Yu et al. 2006), ado-
lescents in our study viewed the family more negatively in
comparison to their mothers. More specifically, adolescents
reported significantly less open communication than did
mothers. In addition, adolescents reported significantly
more communication problems in comparison to their
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mothers. In addition, in keeping with prior work (Achen-
bach et al. 1997; De Los Reyes et al. 2015), we observed
low-to-moderate levels of correspondence between ado-
lescent and mother reports of family functioning. These
findings are important because they suggest that differ-
ences in perceptions of the family between adolescents and
their parents persist even after early adolescent develop-
mental tasks (e.g., the development of autonomy) have
become less salient. Discrepant adolescent-parent percep-
tions likely continue to play a role during middle adoles-
cence as family relationships continue to be renegotiated.
Indeed, the adolescent does not abruptly become a fully
independent, mature individual. The development of
autonomy and independence appears to be a gradual pro-
cess involving continuous give and take between adoles-
cents and their parents.

Importantly, consistent with our recent work (e.g., De
Los Reyes et al. 2013c; Laird and De Los Reyes 2013), we
found that convergence, not divergence, between adoles-
cent and mother reports of family functioning predicted
mothers’ psychological problems. That is, similarities in
adolescent-mother perceptions, not differences, were
linked to mothers’ psychological adjustment. More
specifically, mothers’ psychological symptomatology was
highest when adolescents and mothers agreed that family
functioning was poor (i.e., low levels of open communi-
cation, low levels of family satisfaction, and high levels of
communication problems). These findings are in line with
the idea that high convergence between adolescent and
parent reports of either low levels of risk factors (e.g.,
inconsistent parenting practices) or high levels of protec-
tive factors may be a marker of consonance in under-
standing and expectations in parent—child dynamics (see
also De Los Reyes et al. 2013b). If so, then convergent
perceptions of either high levels of positive domains of
functioning (open communication) or low levels on nega-
tive domains of functioning (communication problems)
may provide a buffer against negative outcomes or portend
positive psychosocial outcomes among parents, in line with
research on psychosocial outcomes of adolescents (Laird
and De Los Reyes 2013).

In addition to a focus on negative domains of family
functioning, the findings from this study extend the extant
research by showing that convergent adolescent-parent
perceptions of family functioning are related to parental
adjustment as well as adolescent adjustment (as observed
by De Los Reyes et al. 2013c; Laird and De Los Reyes
2013). All of the research that has been conducted on
adolescent-parent perceptions of the family and maladap-
tive outcomes to date has focused on the adolescent. Parent
adjustment has been remarkably overlooked. However,
family systems theory (Bowen 1991; Minuchin 2002), as
well as relational developmental systems, and transactional
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perspectives (Beveridge and Berg 2007; Lerner 2006;
Lerner et al. 2011), hold that parents play an active role in
adolescent development and influence and are influenced
by their relationships with their adolescent (Bowen 1991;
Minuchin 2002). Indeed, results from this study show that
parents are influenced by the degree to which their per-
ceptions of the family correspond to their adolescents’
perceptions.

Of note, our findings should be interpreted in light of the
study’s limitations. As with much of the work in the ado-
lescent-parent discrepancies literature, parental data relied
on mothers’ reports. Although fathers were invited to
participate in the larger project, we observed a relatively
low response rate from fathers. Thus, we only included
adolescent- and mother-report data in this study, and con-
sequently we can only speculate as to the generalizability
of our findings to discrepancies between adolescent and
father reports. Nonetheless, prior meta-analytic work
indicates that mother and father reports yield some of the
largest levels of correspondence (i.e., rs in .50 s to .60 s)
relative to other informant pairs (e.g., parent and teacher;
teacher and child; Achenbach et al. 1987; De Los Reyes
et al. 2015). Therefore, although mother and father reports
are not redundant with each other, they correspond at large
enough magnitude that there is a strong likelihood that our
findings would generalize to understanding discrepant
views between adolescents and fathers. Nonetheless, we
encourage future research on these issues to include ado-
lescent-father dyads as well. A related issue is that the
study relied on self-report data. Of note, research has
shown that individuals are accurate reporters of their own
behaviors (Dekovi¢ et al. 2006). However, it would be
useful for future studies to replicate the study findings with
research using other types of methodology. It also should
be noted that the study design was cross-sectional. As such,
the direction of the relations could not be addressed.
Longitudinal research is needed to disentangle the direction
of effect. Finally, the majority of participants were Euro-
pean-American and all of the families resided in the Mid-
Atlantic United States. Therefore, the results may not
generalize to families living outside of this area.

Conclusions

Recent work indicates that patterns of divergence and
convergence between adolescent and parent reports of
family functioning may be important tools for predicting
adolescent psychological problems. Our findings extend
this work to demonstrating that these same patterns of
multi-informant reports have implications for predicting
mothers’ psychological problems. Taken together, obser-
vations from recent work focusing on adolescent outcomes
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and the present study focusing on parent outcomes are in
keeping with family systems theory (Bowen 1991; Min-
uchin 2002) and relational developmental systems and
transactional perspectives (Beveridge and Berg 2007
Lerner 2006; Lerner et al. 2011), and emphasize that the
amalgamation of adolescents’ and parents’ perceptions of
the family environment may serve as an important marker
for both adolescent and parent psychological functioning.
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