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Abstract
Perceived parental behaviour has mainly been studied in association with various developmental outcomes in children and 
adolescents but less is known about the underlying developmental change of parental behavior during adolescence. In the 
present study, a sample of N = 552 participants aged 11–12 years were assessed at three measurement times during adoles-
cence. Perceived acceptance, psychological control, and structure were measured separately for both parents with the brief 
Perceived Parental Behavior Inventory (PPBI). Trajectories were analyzed using individual growth curve models. Perceived 
acceptance did not change over time for either parent and there were no sex differences. In contrast, parental psychologi-
cal control and structure decreased and showed sex differences during adolescence. The latter effect was stronger in boys. 
This study documents normative developmental trajectories of perceived parental behaviour during adolescence. The PPBI 
adequately reflects developmental changes in perceived parental behaviour across adolescence and may represent a useful 
tool in future studies.
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Introduction

Generally, the first and most long-lasting social bond for 
most humans is the one between parents and their children. 
Starting in infancy, the behavior of children is shaped by 
interactions with their parents and their behavior is deter-
mined by these early attachment experiences. Parental 
behavior has been classified in various ways and there is 
some agreement that it may be described by two or three 

major dimensions, which may also determine a specific par-
enting style [1–6].

The first dimension is characterized by parental warmth 
and acceptance. Parents with high acceptance show high 
levels of involvement, responsiveness, help and support to 
their children, and give advice when needed. They like to 
spend time with their children, praise them, are emotion-
ally accessible and caring and show confidence in them. 
The second dimension refers to the extent to which a par-
ent enforces psychological control, pressure, intrusion and 
domination. Parents with high levels of this dimension 
may show more physical and psychological punishment, 
more expressive rejection and less acceptance of a child’s 
autonomy. They compare the child’s behavior with that 
of other children, carp at them and demonstrate incon-
sistent parental behavior. The third dimension reflects 
parental behavioral control, regulation, and structure. This 
dimension is defined by an open and transparent control-
ling behavior with clear and comprehensible behavioral 
rules and consequences. These rules serve to protect the 
children. This kind of parental behavior is also used to 
push performance expectation and sometimes leads to 
overprotection. The discrimination among the two last 
dimensions is not always clear and they may overlap, but 
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the most important factor for differentiation is the type of 
control. One type is rather covert and refers to the second 
dimension of psychological control, while the other type is 
characterized by open and transparent control mechanisms 
including guidance and monitoring and refers to the third 
dimension [5, 7–14].

The impact of parental behavior on the child`s develop-
ment has been documented in a large number of studies. 
For example, parenting characteristics and behavior such 
as emotional warmth, clear and comprehensible rules, and 
scope for action and decision making lead to positive devel-
opmental outcomes in children [15]. The quality of parental 
rearing behavior is also seen as an important factor regard-
ing the development of a child’s personality, including psy-
chological problems [16–18]. Parental warmth and accept-
ance is especially associated with positive outcomes such as 
self-esteem [19, 20], active coping behavior [20] and fewer 
depressive symptoms [20], while parental rejection is asso-
ciated with depressive symptoms [21] and anxiety [22, 23]. 
High levels of psychological control is also associated with 
internalizing and externalizing problems [16, 24]. Similar 
effects are not only found in children but also in adolescents 
and even adults [20, 22, 25–28].

While the assessment of parenting behavior between 
infancy and early childhood might show validity if studied 
through directly observing parents or by assessing parental 
responses to specific questionnaires [29], the assessment of 
preadolescence requires a strong focus on how the young 
person perceives their parent [7, 17, 24, 30]. From this age 
on, the inclusion of the adolescent informant is crucial as 
there may be discrepancies between how the parental behav-
ior is experienced by the adolescent and the self-perception 
of the parents, and this may have a strong impact on ado-
lescent development, including major or minor psychologi-
cal problems [24, 30]. Thus, the study of parental behavior 
during adolescence has to be based on suitable assessment 
instruments reflecting the perceived parental behavior, i.e. 
the way in which adolescents perceive their parents.

Although it has been argued by Feinberg et al. that devel-
opment may impact the perception of parental behavior [31], 
so far, a majority of studies have not taken this in to con-
sideration. Two studies analyzed the three cited dimensions 
of perceived parental behavior with samples from grades 
2–4 (age 7–10) [32] and 4–8 (age 9–14) [8], respectively. 
These cross-sectional studies based predominantly on chil-
dren and preadolescents found significant differences across 
grades for all three parenting dimensions and both studies 
reported a decrease in psychological control. In the older 
sample, there was also a decrease of perceived acceptance 
and an increase of rule- making/control [8]. Although these 
studies may provide evidence that perceived parental behav-
ior changes over time, their significance is limited by their 
cross-sectional design.

Another study by Barber et al. [14] assessed three simi-
lar dimensions of parental behavior based on both parent 
and adolescent reports in a longitudinal sample. This study 
showed no linear changes in the acceptance and psycho-
logical control dimensions. However, the study found a 
possible quadratic pattern in parental psychological con-
trol dependent on the reporter. Children perceived parental 
monitoring behavior to be stable, while parents perceived 
it as declining. Further studies have also found a declin-
ing pattern for parental behavioral control or monitoring 
[18, 33, 34] including a study [35] showing a decrease in 
perceived demandingness in adolescents.

In addition, Armentrout et al. [8] observed sex differ-
ences in early adolescence. Girls perceived more parental 
acceptance than boys (in grades 6 and 8) and boys per-
ceived more psychological control by their parents than 
girls did. Keijsers and Poulin found that girls perceived 
higher levels of parental behavioral control and monitoring 
[34]. This sex effect on perceived parental behavior was 
also identified in other studies [21, 24, 30, 36]. In contrast, 
Shek et al. [37] analyzed the influence of the dimension of 
psychological control on well-being among Chinese ado-
lescents and failed to find any sex differences.

The aim of the present study was the analysis of devel-
opmental trajectories of the major dimensions of perceived 
parental behavior in a large Swiss community sample 
assessed longitudinally at three time points across adoles-
cence until the transition into young adulthood. In consid-
eration of findings from studies based on adolescent sam-
ples [14, 18, 33, 34], we expect to find no linear decline 
in the dimension of perceived parental acceptance but to 
see a decline in the dimension of perceived behavioral 
control, structure, or monitoring across adolescence into 
young adulthood.

Method

Design

Originally, the sample was based on a cohort of N = 1110 
preadolescents and adolescents aged 11–17 of the longitu-
dinal Zurich Adolescent Psychology and Psychopathology 
Study (ZAPPS, see Steinhausen et al. [38] for more infor-
mation). The cohort was a stratified randomized school-
based sample representing the 12 counties of the canton 
of Zurich, which was studied at three assessment times in 
1994, 1997, and 2001. Some participants dropped out from 
the sample over the course of the study and some were 
added due to school and class changes.
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Participants

To evaluate developmental time effects of perceived paren-
tal behavior in adolescent boys and girls, we only included 
participants who were in their preadolescence at the first 
assessment, namely at age 11–12 (M = 11.44, SD = 0.5). 
The overall sample size was N = 552 and the mean age at 
time 2 was 14.51 (SD = 0.59) and at time 3 it was 18.11 
(SD = 0.71). As the statistical methods used in this study 
were suitable for handling unbalanced datasets, we included 
the reduced data sets of adolescents who participated at two 
(N = 310, 56.2%) or three (N = 242, 43.8%) assessment 
points. The sample comprised N = 251 (45.5%) males and 
N = 301 (54.5%) females with a significantly (p = 0.03) more 
girls in our sample. The large majority of 94.7% (N = 523) 
of the overall sample were Swiss and 5.3% (N = 29) had 
experienced a parental divorce during adolescence.

Measure

Perceived parental behavior was measured by use of the 
Zurich Perceived Parental Behavior Inventory (PPBI) con-
sisting of 32 items [20]. This inventory was constructed for 
the ZAPPS on the basis of the Child’s Report of Parental 
Behavior Inventory (CRPBI) and the Bronfenbrenner Paren-
tal Behavior Questionnaire [5, 7, 39]. The three scales of the 
inventory were separately assessed for mothers and fathers 
based on items with response scales ranging from 0 to 3 
(from “not true” to “always true”) at all three measurement 
times [20]. Confirmatory factor analysis in the original 
ZAPPS sample revealed three factors explaining 34% of the 
variance for mothers and 35% of the variance for the fathers. 
Five items were excluded from one of the three scales due 
to low discriminatory power or redundancy, so that the final 
questionnaire contained 27 items [20]. A copy of the PPBI 
with a legend showing the item numbers relating to the three 
subscales is documented in the appendix.

The three identified scales were “warmth and support” 
(e. g., “my mother /father praises me when I do something 
good”) including 12 items, “psychological pressure” (e. g. 
“my mother / father easily becomes upset if I don’t do what 
she/he says”) including 9 items and “demands and control” 
(e. g. “my mother / father has clear rules for my behav-
ior”) including six items. The scale “warmth and support” 
included comforting, affectionate, encouraging and sup-
porting behavior as well as acceptance towards the child. 
“Psychological pressure” comprises of inconsistencies in 
handling unwanted behavior, punishing behavior through 
psychological pressure, mistrust and less acceptance. The 
third scale “demands and control” reflected clear rules-set-
ting, supervision, and monitoring behavior by the parents.

The resulting scales were identical for maternal and 
paternal behavior and correlated highly (r = 0.71—0.79). 

Internal consistency ranged between α = 0.68 and α = 0.89 
at the three assessments. Measurement invariance was 
tested separately for all three scales in longitudinal models 
considering data collected at time 1 and time 2. Hierarchi-
cal analyses of three aspects, namely, structure, item reli-
ability, and construct variance revealed that these aspects 
were invariant for both the maternal and paternal version 
[40]. Furthermore, it was shown that in terms of predictive 
validity the scales of the inventory corresponded to various 
developmental outcomes like self-esteem, coping behavior, 
and both externalizing and internalizing symptoms in a sig-
nificant and meaningful way [20].

For the present paper, we decided to rename the scales 
parental acceptance, psychological control, and structure in 
order to simplify the terminology and align with the concep-
tualization of other researchers [7, 9–11].

Data Analysis

As a first step, repeated measures ANOVAs were conducted 
to analyze differences between maternal and paternal meas-
ures. To analyze the rate of change over time, we used 
individual growth curve models (IGC). The advantage of 
this procedure is that it does not require balanced datasets 
across different measurement points and can handle miss-
ing values with the maximum likelihood (ML) estimation 
[41, 42]. Due to this approach, the data is not biased due 
to systematic exclusion [43]. Additionally, ICG allow for 
the study of intra- and inter-individual differences in growth 
parameters. These prerequisites are important in longitudi-
nal psychological research because individuals tend to vary 
mostly not only in their initial status but also in their rate 
of change [44]. An ICC of 0.25 or above favors ICG over a 
more traditional method for estimating fixed effects.

To conduct this analysis, we followed the procedure by 
Singer and Willet [41] as summarized by Shek and Ma [45]. 
In the present paper, this method was used to analyze indi-
vidual change during adolescence on the outcome variables 
of perceived parental acceptance, psychological control, and 
structure of each parent and also examining the effect of the 
sex of the participants. First, unconditional mean models 
were estimated to examine individual variations in outcome 
variables, and used as a baseline model and test of the fea-
sibility of the IGC Models. Secondly, unconditional linear 
growth curve models were conducted to examine the individ-
ual variation of growth rates. Predictors were not included in 
this model. Thirdly, a conditional model was used to inves-
tigate the impact of sex as a predictor on the growth param-
eters. Time and the initial status were included as random 
factors to allow for random slopes and intercepts. To further 
differentiate between the unconditional linear growth model 
and the conditional growth model, the Akaike Information 
Criterion (AIC), the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), 
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and a likelihood ratio test were used. Smaller AIC and BIC 
values and a significant difference of the likelihood ratio 
test comparing the conditional model and the base model 
indicate a better model fit. Missing data analyses were per-
formed using Little’s test of “missing completely at random” 
[46]. All data analyses were based on raw scores and were 
performed using SPSS for Windows version 23 [47].

Results

Missing data analysis showed that the values at T1 (χ2 
(2079, N = 320) = 2065.33, p = 0.58) for both parents and 
regarding maternal behavior at T2 were missing completely 
at random (χ2 (463, N = 545) = 501.48, p = 0.11). Little’s test 
showed that the values regarding perceived paternal behav-
ior at T2 and the respective values for both parents at T3 
were not missing completely at random. Additional analyses 
revealed that these missing values were dependent on mari-
tal status, namely, on divorce so that it may be assumed that 
the missing values were also missing at random. However, 
parental divorce (before the respective time point) showed 
low but significant correlations with perceived maternal 
structure at T2 (r = -0.09, p = 0.045) and perceived parental 
psychological control at T3 (mothers: r = -0.09, p = 0.044, 
fathers: r = -0.11, p = 0.018).

Repeated measures ANOVAs showed significant differ-
ences of maternal and paternal acceptance and structure 
during all three assessment points. Generally, the scores 
of perceived maternal acceptance (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.77, 
F(1,205) = 61.96, p < 0.001) and structure (Wilks’ 
Lambda = 0.72, F(1,205) = 81.07, p < 0.001) were higher 
than the respective scores of the fathers. Psychological 

control did not show any significant differences between 
mothers and fathers (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.99, F(1,205) = 1.51, 
p = 0.22). As the method of repeated measures ANOVA 
in general does not allow for missing values and reduced 
the sample size in the present study to N = 206, additional 
cross-sectional mean comparison analyses by t-tests were 
performed. The results were the same as with the repeated 
measures ANOVA.

The descriptive values of perceived parental behavior can 
be found in Table 1. Additionally, Pearson correlation coef-
ficients of the three subscales were significant (acceptance: 
r = 0.25—0.75, psychological control: r = 0.25–0.80, struc-
ture: r = 0.30–0.76) at all three assessment points.

The intraclass coefficients (ICC) for perceived parental 
acceptance were 0.47 (mother) and 0.44 (father) indicating 
that approximately 47% or 44% of the variation in this out-
come variable was due to interindividual (between-person) 
differences. For perceived parental psychological control, the 
ICC values were 0.37 (mother) and 0.38 (father), whereas 
they were 0.35 (mother) and 0.35 (father) for parental struc-
ture. These values were well above 0.25 and, thus, the use of 
this model in the analysis was adequate [45]. Detailed results 
for conditional model findings including sex as a predictor 
can be seen in Table 2 for maternal outcome scales and in 
Table 3 for paternal scales.

Perceived Parental Acceptance

While the unconditional model of perceived mater-
nal acceptance indicates that the initial status and lin-
ear growth rate were not constant over time (β = 0.37, 
SE = 0.16, p = 0.025), the same effect was not found for 
perceived paternal acceptance (β = −  0.07, SE = 0.20, 

Table 1  Descriptive findings of the three perceived parental behavior dimensions in mothers and fathers

Mother Father

Acceptance Psychological 
control

Structure Acceptance Psychological 
control

Structure

N M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD

Total
 T1 320 27.15 5.26 320 7.32 4.69 320 11.55 3.55 317 25.44 5.45 317 7.01 4.30 317 10.54 3.49
 T2 545 26.06 5.78 545 6.74 4.44 545 11.20 3.48 503 23.91 6.53 503 6.62 4.32 503 10.09 3.64
 T3 462 27.59 5.88 462 4.85 4.35 462 9.55 3.75 428 25.14 7.05 428 4.82 4.15 428 7.99 3.87

Boys
 T1 160 26.57 5.50 160 8.08 4.64 160 11.90 3.31 158 25.09 5.66 158 7.74 4.28 158 10.91 3.32
 T2 248 25.71 5.71 248 7.23 4.22 248 11.57 3.50 234 24.14 6.24 234 6.99 4.29 243 10.34 3.51
 T3 203 26.87 6.03 203 5.09 4.21 203 9.45 3.59 189 25.00 7.11 189 4.85 3.97 189 7.79 3.79

Girls
 T1 160 27.73 4.95 160 6.56 4.64 160 11.21 3.77 159 25.78 5.23 159 6.29 4.20 159 10.18 3.63
 T2 297 26.35 5.83 297 6.33 4.59 297 10.89 3.44 269 23.70 6.79 269 6.30 4.33 269 9.87 3.74
 T3 259 28.16 5.70 259 4.66 4.46 259 9.62 3.88 239 25.24 7.02 239 4.80 4.31 239 8.15 3.93
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p = 0.70). However, further analysis by use of a condi-
tional model for perceived maternal and paternal accept-
ance including sex as a predictor showed no significant 
effect, neither for time nor for sex (see Table 2 and Fig. 1). 
Including a time variable and sex as predictors did not 
increase the model fit coefficients significantly (maternal 
acceptance: χ2 (2) = 5.73, p = 0.06; Δ AIC = − 1.73; Δ 
BIC = 11.64; paternal acceptance χ2 (2) = 0.03, p = 0.99; 
Δ AIC = 3.97; Δ BIC = 14.23).

Perceived Parental Psychological Control

Unconditional models of both parents showed a signifi-
cant difference in growth rates over time. There was a lin-
ear decrease in the parental psychological control scores 
(mother: β = − 1.35, SE = 0.14, p < 0.001; father: β = − 1.22, 
SE = 0.13, p < 0.001). The conditional model with perceived 
maternal psychological control showed a significant main 
effect of time and sex, but no time by sex interaction while 
the results for paternal psychological control revealed a sig-
nificant time by sex interaction (see Table 2). Trajectories 
of perceived parental psychological control significantly 
decreased in both girls and boys during adolescence. Boys 
experienced more psychological control than girls from 
both parents during adolescence and the significant time by 
sex interaction in paternal psychological control showed a 
stronger decrease in boys over time (see Fig. 2). The linear 
conditional model significantly improved the model fit over 
the unconditional model (maternal control: χ2 (2) = 11.57, 
p < 0.001; Δ AIC = 52.43; Δ BIC = 2.8; paternal control χ2 
(2) = 9.33, p = 0.01; Δ AIC = 5.33; Δ BIC = 4.92).

Perceived Parental Structure

The significant values of the intercept and the linear slope 
estimates indicated that the initial status and linear growth 
rate were not constant over time. There was a significant 
linear decrease in both scores of perceived maternal and 
paternal structure (mother: β = − 1.04, SE = 0.12, p < 0.001; 
father: β = − 1.32, SE = 0.12, p < 0.001). The conditional 
model showed a significant main effect for sex for perceived 
maternal as well as paternal structure. There was also a 

Table 2  Fixed effects of IGC analysis with perceived maternal behavior

Acceptance Psychological control Structure

Coeff SE p 95%CI Coeff SE p 95%CI Coeff SE p 95%CI

Intercept 25.15 1.22 < 0.001 22.75 27.55 10.35 0.67 < 0.001 9.99 14.28 14.87 0.84 < 0.001 13.21 16.52
Time 0.07 0.53 0.90 − 0.97 1.11 − 2.15 0.45 < 0.001 − 2.99 − 1.20 − 1.65 0.37 < 0.001 − 2.38 − 0.92
Sex 0.58 0.77 0.45 − 0.93 2.08 − 1.48 0.43 0.001 − 3.31 − 0.63 − 1.28 0.52 0.015 − 2.31 − 0.25
Sex*Time 0.19 0.33 0.57 − 0.46 0.83 0.51 0.28 0.073 − 0.06 1.05 0.40 0.23 0.082 − 0.05 0.57

Table 3  Fixed effects of IGC analysis with perceived paternal behavior

Unconditional models of perceived paternal acceptance did not show an interindividual difference in change over time

Acceptance Psychological control Structure

Coeff SE p 95%CI Coeff SE p 95%CI Coeff SE p 95%CI

Intercept 24.93 1.37 < 0.001 22.24 27.64 11.49 1.02 < 0.001 9.48 13.50 14.27 0.86 < 0.001 12.57 15.96
Time − 0.18 0.63 0.77 − 1.42 1.06 − 2.03 0.43 < 0.001 − 2.87 − 1.19 − 2.06 0.38 < 0.001 − 2.81 − 1.30
Sex − 0.11 0.86 0.90 − 1.80 1.58 − 1.84 0.64 0.004 − 3.10 − 0.58 − 1.34 0.54 0.013 − 2.40 − 0.28
Sex*Time 0.07 0.39 0.86 − 0.71 0.84 0.54 0.27 0.044 0.01 1.06 0.41 0.24 0.041 0.02 0.95
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Fig. 1  Predicted estimates of perceived parental acceptance. PAM 
Perceived acceptance mother, PAF perceived acceptance father
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significant time by sex interaction, but this interaction was 
only significant for paternal structure (p = 0.041). Monitor-
ing and structuring behavior of both parents was perceived 
as declining during the course of adolescence. In preado-
lescence, boys experienced more structure from both par-
ents, but this effect changed in late adolescence. Perceived 
paternal structure decreased more so in boys than in girls 
(see Fig. 3). There was a significant improvement of the 
model fit from the linear conditional model significantly over 
the unconditional model (maternal structure: χ2 (2) = 6.65, 

p = 0.04; Δ AIC = 2.65; Δ BIC = 7.75; paternal structure: χ2 
(2) = 6.25, p = 0.04; Δ AIC = 2.2; Δ BIC = 8.05).

Additional analyses with a sample only including the 
participants who completed the entire assessment (N = 242, 
male = 48.8%, female = 51.2%) showed similar results. How-
ever, there was no significant time by sex interactions in the 
completer sample.

Discussion

This longitudinal study examined developmental trends of 
perceived parental behavior among adolescent girls and 
boys. The present study found a developmental change 
across age in only two of the three dimensions of parental 
behavior. While perceived parental acceptance in both moth-
ers and fathers did not show any significant change with age 
or significant sex differences, both perceived maternal and 
paternal psychological control and structure changed signifi-
cantly through adolescence, and these perceptions differed 
also in girls and boys.

Although we found a significant change in perceived 
maternal acceptance in the unconditional model, the effect 
did not persist when sex was included in the model. These 
results are in line with our hypothesis and the findings by 
Barber et al. [14], but contrary to the results of the study 
by Armentrout & Burger [8] and Luyckx et al. [18] who 
found a decrease of perceived acceptance. Considering the 
differences in the age span of the sample by Armentrout 
and Burger [8], the findings of the two studies tend to imply 
that the perception of accepting and supportive behavior first 
decreases during preadolescence and then remains stable or 
possibly increases during middle or late adolescence. The 
different findings in the study by Luyckx et al. [18] might be 
explained by the use of parent reports for measuring parental 
behavior and potential differences in the conceptualization 
of this parenting dimension. However, our results are in line 
with Barber et al. [14] who included both parent and child 
reports. Additionally, in contrast to the findings by Armen-
trout and Burger [8], there were no sex differences in per-
ceived maternal and paternal acceptance in the present study. 
This discrepant result may be due to the different age span, 
potential cohort effects or even cultural differences, as the 
mentioned study was carried out in an American sample in 
the early seventies while the present study’s data comes from 
a Swiss sample with data collection up to three decades later. 
However, our finding that mothers were perceived as more 
accepting than fathers through adolescence by both sexes is 
in line with the preceding research [8, 32].

In line with Armentrout and Burger [8], the perception 
of parental psychological control decreased with age. There-
fore, we suggest, that the dimension of perceived behavior 
is less prominent not only in early adolescence, but also in 
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middle and late adolescence. Contrary to our results, Luyckx 
et al. [18] did not find a linear change in the dimension of 
“inconsistent discipline”. As discussed above in the section 
on parental acceptance, this might be due to differences in 
conceptualization. The dimension “inconsistent discipline” 
may reflect only a part of our dimension of psychological 
control and differ when reported from a child’s point of view. 
Barber et al. [14] found a fluctuation in the dimension of 
psychological control and noted school change as a possible 
reason for this finding. Furthermore, the study by Barber 
et al. [14] included 5th to 8th graders, which could have led 
to a possible age effect.

While Shek et al. [37] did not find any significant sex 
differences, the present study revealed that boys perceived 
more psychological control in early adolescence from both 
parents than girls, a finding that is also supported in samples 
composed of early adolescents [8, 24]. However, the results 
from other studies suggesting that children and adolescents 
perceived more psychological control by their mothers was 
only replicated in preadolescents in the present sample [8, 
32, 37], suggesting that this effect may vanish with increas-
ing age.

The finding that perceived parental structure decreased 
during adolescence in the present study is in contrast to 
the reported increase in early adolescence in the study by 
Armentrout and Burger [8], but in line with the findings by 
Paulson and Sputa [35], Keijsers and Poulin [34] and Keijs-
ers et al. [33]. However, the samples of the cross-sectional 
study by Armentrout and Burger [8] and the present longi-
tudinal study only partially overlap, and so the discrepant 
findings might well be explained by methodological differ-
ences. From a developmental point of view, a decrease in 
perceived parental structure is understandable due to devel-
opmental processes including an increase in the autonomy 
development of the adolescent [48]. Generally, boys showed 
a stronger decrease than girls, but their initial status of per-
ceived parental structure was also higher in preadolescence. 
Mothers were perceived to give more structure and monitor-
ing than fathers by both sexes. The study by Armentrout and 
Burger [8] did not find this difference in early adolescents, 
but the results in the study by Paulson and Spunta [35] based 
on a sample of middle to late adolescents support the finding 
of the present study. However, sex differences in our sample 
decreased during the course of adolescence. Our results did 
not support the findings that girls generally perceived higher 
levels of parental structure as observed in the study by Keijs-
ers et al. [34].

In addition to providing an insight into the developmen-
tal trajectories of perceived parental behavior from adoles-
cence into young adulthood, the findings of the present paper 
might also serve as a foundation and orientation for further 
research. We have already shown in a number of studies 
that the PPBI inventory used in the present study was useful 

in studying the associations of perceived parental behavior 
across various clinical problems in adolescents, namely, as a 
risk factor of various mental health problems [49] including 
substance use problems [50–52], depression [53], and suici-
dality [54, 55]. The effect on other clinical entities including 
externalizing problems, in particular, might be worth analyz-
ing and future studies might also be interested in examin-
ing potential effects of perceived parental behavior on the 
outcome of psychosocial interventions in various clinical 
samples.

Finally, the strengths and limitations of the present study 
need to be addressed. The longitudinal design with repeated 
assessments during the course of adolescence and employ-
ing a statistical method suitable for unbalanced datasets in 
relation to the outcome variable represent the strengths of 
the present study. However, there are also some limitations. 
IGC analyses estimate the change trajectories more precisely 
when the number of time points is sufficiently increased. 
Three time points represent the lower limit and it was not 
possible to incorporate possible quadratic trajectories. 
Therefore, further research in this domain will benefit from 
including more than three assessment points.

In addition, it needs to be emphasized again that the focus 
of the present study was on perceived parental behavior from 
the viewpoint of the adolescent. The present study was not 
suited for analyzing potential differences between parental 
reports of their behavior towards the adolescent or perceived 
parental behavior, which according to some studies may be 
present [24, 30]. Further studies might consider the inclu-
sion of parent reports of their behavior so that the relevance 
of the informant might be studied. However, there is some 
evidence that the development of children is guided more 
so by their perception of parental behavior rather than the 
actual accepting or controlling behavior of their parents [7, 
24, 35]. Similar findings might also be obtained when study-
ing adolescents. Additionally, there is some evidence that 
social factors (e.g. socioeconomic status, nationality), stress-
ful life events or parenting stress [56, 57] exert an impact on 
parenting behavior and its perception. These factors should 
be included in future research.

Summary

The present longitudinal study examined the developmental 
trends of perceived parental acceptance, psychological con-
trol, and structure in a community sample of adolescent boys 
and girls. The study revealed trends of decreasing parental 
psychological control and structure while parental accept-
ance remained constant across adolescence. Sex differences 
were found for perceived parental psychological control 
and structure with boys showing higher values, especially 
in early adolescence. These findings represent normative 
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developmental trends in parent–child relationships and 
reflect the increasing autonomy of adolescents while indi-
cating also a decline in the ability of the parents to struc-
ture the behavior of their offspring. These changes during 
adolescence may represent rather positive prerequisites for 
the transition into a mature and independent personality of 
young adults who tend to keep a warm and loving relation-
ship to their parents when they no longer feel subjected to 
parental structure and monitoring.
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