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INTRODUCTION



Since 1986, when Steinberg and Silverberg coined the term “emotional autonomy” to describe the affective disengagement of the adolescent from his or her parents, and established a scale to measure it by, a considerable number of studies have appeared on the subject. These have generated an important controversy around the significance that should be ascribed to such emotional autonomy. While some authors with psychoanalytic background found  normal and desirable that teenagers should take a certain distance from their progenitors upon reaching puberty, the research of other scholars, such as Ryan and Lynch (1989) endorsed the hypothesis that a high degree of emotional autonomy may indicate an earlier experience of inadequate support and love from the family, leading to the formation of a more insecure bond with parents; this might produce obstacles to full development during the adolescent years. 


At the present time, as Silverberg and Gondoli (1996) have pointed out, the debate about the adaptive value of emotional autonomy during adolescence has entered a second phase, which considers that this value will vary according to the quality of family relationships and the levels of stress that prevail in the family environment. Nevertheless, the results have emerged to date are far from conclusive with regard to the mediating effect of the family context (Lamborn and Steinberg, 1993; Furhman and Holmbeck, 1995; Goossens and Waeben, 1996; Goossens and Van der Heijden, 1998).


Less research has gone into the hypothetical mediating effect exerted by cultural context over the significance of emotional autonomy; it is possible that this effect may be proved to vary between different countries and cultures. For example, in a culture such as that of North America which places a high value on self-creation and independence, it is reasonable to expect any affective disengagement to be a more positive adaptation than it would be in a culture that relied on family cohesion, or in which family relationships occupied a primordial place. In our view, the lack of investigation along these lines in Spain supplies ample justification for the conduct of the present study. Our aim was to examine the relations between teenage emotional autonomy and the types of contact that exist between parents and children. Secondly, we were concerned to analyse the socio-emotional characteristics of those young men and women who manifest a high degree of emotional autonomy. A third objective was to study the mediating role of the quality of family environment in the relations between emotional autonomy and adolescent development. Lastly, it is important to note that while familial and cultural contexts undoubtedly condition the relations between emotional autonomy and development (or psychological adjustment), gender is another variable that must be taken into account. It is likely that affective distance will be found less socially acceptable in girls -and hence cause greater difficulties of adaptation for them- than in boys. That was another hypothesis we were seeking to prove. 

METHOD

The sample on which the study was carried out was made up of a total of 513 adolescents (221 boys and 292 girls), aged between 13 and 19 years (average 15.43; s.d. 1.19). The subjects attended 13 public and private schools in Seville and its province. 


A questionnaire was distributed which included queries about family relationships, peer-group relations, and various aspects of personal development. Some of these instruments were created especially for this study, while others were adaptations or translations of instruments elaborated by previous researchers. 

Family Relationships:

-     Parenting Style (Lambourn, Mounts, Steinberg and Dornbusch, 1991)

-
FACES II (Family Adaptibility and Cohesion Scale: Olson, Portner and Lavec, 1985)



Parental Bonding Instrument (Parker, Tupling and Brown, 1979)

-
Communication with parents

-
Conflict with parents

-
  - 
Emotional Autonomy (Steinberg and Silverberg, 1986)

Peer-group Relationships: 

-
Intimate Friendship Scale (Sharabany, 1994).

-
Peer-group attachment scale (Armsden and Greenberg, 1987).

-
Conformity with peers.

-
Self-esteem  (Rosenberg, 1973).

-
Life- satisfaction.

RESULTS

One of the fundamental aims of this investigation was to find out the relation between emotional autonomy and age. As we can observe in Figure 1, there are differences in the trajectory followed by emotional autonomy during the adolescent years; whereas in boys it is boosted, but only slightly, between the ages of 13 and 15 (r=0.1201, p=0.080), girls display similar levels in all age groups (r=-0.0406, p=0.498). In the light of these figures, it would seem that the passage through adolescence does not produce clearly significant rises in levels of emotional autonomy, since only boys reflect a minimal increase between early and mid-adolescence.

(FIG. 1)


As for the relationship between the characteristics of the family background and levels of emotional autonomy, it can be seen in Table I that a high correlation exists between these variables. Thus the highest levels of autonomy are found among those young men and women who have the most problematic relations with their parents and the most uncaring, uncommunicative and undisciplined family environments, added to frequent conflict and, emotionally speaking, high rigidity and low cohesion. These relationships are independent of age and gender. 

 (TABLE I)


If we consider together the variables of control and affection, and label the disciplinary or pedagogic style of parents as: democratic (high affect and control), permissive (high affect, low control), authoritarian (low affect, high control), or indifferent (low affect, low control), we shall find a strongly significant relation (p=0.0000) between styles of parenting and the emotional autonomy exhibited by offspring. The children of indifferent parents have the highest scores of emotional autonomy, whereas those with democratic parents are the least emotionally disengaged. In this case too, the relations remain unaltered by controls for age and gender (see Fig. 2). 

(FIG. 2)


It is not only the current family environment that influences the emotional autonomy of teenagers. There is also a noticeable relation with those variables that address the memories harboured by the adolescent of dealings with his or her parents during childhood. Such memories can be regarded as an indicator of the type of bond that has subsequently been established. Table II shows that girls and boys with the most negative childhood memories (whether of neglect, overprotection or excessive interference) exhibit a greater degree of emotional autonomy. By contrast, young people who had established early on a secure bond characterised by tenderness and non-overprotection, obtained the lowest scores.

 (TABLE II)


Seeking to assess the relations between the prevailing family environment, the type of bonds established during infancy, and degrees of emotional autonomy, we conducted a multiple regression analysis in order to determine the more than likely influence of these variables upon the emotional autonomy of adolescent girls and boys. The regression analysis confirmed the importance of the quality of family life in the determination of emotional autonomy, shown by the index of multiple R being 0.52, which explains 27% of the variation of the dependent variable or criterion (p=0.0000). However, admitting that the family constitutes the most influential factor, it cannot by itself explain the full range of variability observed in emotional autonomy, for the memory of relations with the mother ? especially as regards affect ? contributes significant extra information (multiple R=0.53; p=0.0000). Table III presents the coefficients of Beta regression, alongside values t with their corresponding levels of significance. 

(TABLE III)


One crucial area of inquiry was that into the connection between emotional autonomy and the socio-personal development of adolescents. That is, whether greater emotional autonomy tends to help or hinder such development. In Table IV, we can observe the coefficients of correlation existing between emotional autonomy and diverse variables linked to socio-personal development. With regard to the social aspects, we find that the relation is a negative one, in the case of interaction with peers taken as a group: in other words, young people with high emotional autonomy scores tend to be less confident or communicative with their own age-group. However, when we turn to the correlation with the degree of intimacy with a best friend, no relation seems to exist; but taking boys and girls separately, the latter evince a positive relation between emotional autonomy and intimacy with an individual equal (r=0.13, p=0.027). This means that the more autonomous girls are capable of greater intimacy. As for the degree of conformity towards schoolmates, this proved higher among both males and females with greater emotional autonomy. 


At the personal level, relations become clearly apparent. The most emotionally autonomous adolescents display the lowest self-esteem and vital satisfaction, as may be gathered from the significant negative correlations between these variables. 

(TABLE IV)


If we keep in mind that the variables “quality of family life” and “emotional autonomy” are strongly related, it is fair to think that the significant correlations found between emotional autonomy and the socio-personal set of variables may be due to the fact that young people with greater autonomy endure less favourable family relationships, which in turn gives rise to a poorer level of socio-personal adjustment. For this reason, we decided to control for the influence of this variable on the relations between emotional autonomy and socio-personal variables. In the wake of that analysis, we observed that some of the correlations ceased to be significant (Table V), notably in the case of boys: here, the negative correlation between autonomy and satisfaction was only slightly significant. In the case of girls, however, emotional autonomy appears to exert an influence regardless of the quality of family environment. Thus where girls’ emotional autonomy is higher, their self-esteem and life-satisfaction will be proportionately lower, while their degree of closeness to a best friend will be more intense. When we analysed the relations between emotional autonomy and parent-teen conflict, we also found striking differences based on gender: among girls, heightened emotional autonomy is associated with greater unruliness after controlling for the quality of the family environment, but no such relation emerges among boys.

(TABLE V)


Although table V does much to clarify the relations between emotional autonomy and certain socio-personal traits common to teenagers, it remains to be seen whether these relations carry any distinct intensity or meaning as a function of whether the family milieu is a favourable or an unfavourable one. In response to this we elaborated Table VI, which shows that among girls, the quality of family life does not appear to affect the relations between emotional autonomy and the other variables under consideration. In all three groups, we found that the most independent young women display the greatest intimacy with their best friend (although in the intermediary group, that correlation becomes almost insignificant), the most frequent conflicts with their elders, and the least vital satisfaction. On the other hand, for male subjects we found that where family environment was most favourable, the greater the family conflicts, the lesser the vital satisfaction, and the greater the conformity registered by those who were most emotionally autonomous; however, where the environment was neutral or unfavourable, emotional autonomy produced no significant relations with these variables. 

(Table VI)


Nevertheless, in spite of the negative influence exerted by high emotional autonomy among boys enjoying good family relations, it must be said that both sexes display a better socio-emotional adjustment when they come from a happy family, regardless of their level of emotional autonomy (Table VII).

(TABLE VII)

DISCUSSION
The first information emerging from this research that calls for comment is that regarding the little change in emotional autonomy as adolescence progresses. One might expect scores on this scale to increase during the teenage years, and yet only in the case of boys was a very slight augmentation registered between the ages of 13 and 15. These results are at odds with those obtained by other studies, which establish a marked increase in emotional autonomy during adolescence (Ryan and Lynch, 1989; Steinberg and Silverberg, 1986). 


With regard to the association of emotional autonomy with the different variables of parent-child relations, this was found to be highly significant in all cases; a clear indication that such disengagement probably reflects a lack of support and caring in the family. For it is precisely the girls and boys with greatest emotional autonomy who report the least affection and control coming from their parents, the least bonded and flexible family context, and the most conflictual and uncommunicative dealings with their progenitors. The fact that this affective disengagement or separation should be most widespread among young people who compound their poor family relationships in the present with bad memories of childhood, leads us to think that these are adolescents who have forged a deeply insecure bond with their parents. This notion is fortified by the fact that, according to our research, teenagers with high emotional autonomy and negative attitudes to their family also establish insecure and uncommunicative peer-group relationships, which may well be a consequence of the insecurity of models of attachment constructed during infancy (Feeney and Noller, 1995).


It is also worth noting the relation that emerges between high emotional autonomy and low self-esteem and vital satisfaction, to highlight the way young women and men who are most disaffected from their parents find themselves in a tougher emotional position. This can place them at risk of undergoing some kind of psychological maladjustment, especially if we remember that self-esteem is a potent predictor of the state of mental health in the long term (Dumont and Provost, 1999; Offer, Kaiz, Howard and Bennet, 1998). It may be that in order to fill the emotional void caused by the alienation from parents, these adolescents seek from their peers what they have been denied in the family circle, and this would explain their heightened conformity with regard to the peer-group, as well as the close friendships established by girls in particular. 


Another remarkable conclusion is that the consequences of emotional disaffection are more negative for females than for males, something that can probably be attributed to the gender stereotyping that prevails in Spanish society. Thus, emotional autonomy with respect to the parents is far less desirable for teenage women, who are expected to display more loving care and family-centredness than their male siblings; when a girl manifests too much autonomy, therefore, she is likely to find herself in overt conflict with her parents’ expectations, fuelling family tensions and arguments and experiencing negative repercussions on her level of vital satisfaction. 


With regard to the potentially moderating effect of the family context, our results indicate that strong emotional autonomy is not a factor of better psychological adjustment in any circumstances, neither when family relationships are good nor when they are bad. On the contrary, this disengagement is apt to foster a definite maladjustment. In the case of girls, adolescents with the highest emotional autonomy tended to present the worst results, independently of family background. The only mitigation is their intimacy with a best friend, which is more common among such girls. Where boys are concerned, we have observed that in a favourable family context, the more autonomous teens exhibit greater socio-emotional difficulties than their lower-scoring companions do. But in a negative family context, varying grades of disaffection seem to make little difference, changing nothing about the already difficult socio-emotional predicament of these adolescents. 
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Figure 1. Emotional autonomy by gender and age
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Figure 2. Emotional autonomy by parental style
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Table I . Correlation between emotional autonomy and family variables.


r

affection
-0'42**

control
-0'21**

cohesion
-0'41**

adaptability
-0,34**

communication
-0'28**

conflict
0'33**



**p<0'001


Tabla II. Correlation between emotional autonomy and variables concerning the memory of relations with parents during childhood


r

maternal affection
-0'32**

maternal overprotection
0'22**

paternal affection
-0'33**

paternal overprotection
0'11+



**p<0'001 +p<0'05


Table III. Values  corresponding to the multiple regression analysis on the dependent variable emotional autonomy.


B
t
p

Quality of family environment
-0,22
-9,89
0'000

Memory of maternal affection
-0'18
-2,76
0'005

Memory of maternal overprotection
0,07
1,72
0'08

Age
-0,32
-0'79
0'42

Table IV. Correlation between emotional autonomy and socio-personal variables.

r

Attachment to peers
-0'14*

Intimacy
0'04

Conformity with peers
0'15*

Self-esteem
-0'18**

Life-satisfaction
-0'31**




**p<0'001, *p<0'01 +p<0'05

Table V. Partial correlations between emotional autonomy and diverse variables after controlling for the effects for family environment.




boys

r
girls

r

Attachment to peers
-0'02
0'04

Intimacy
0'10
0'31**

Conformity with peers
-0'00
0'06

Self-esteem
-0'04
-0'11

Life-satisfaction 
-0'16+
-0'25**

Conflicts with parents
0'08
0'34**




**p<0'001, *p<0'01 +p<0'05

Table VI Correlations between emotional autonomy and socio-personal variables as a function of gender and quality of family environment


Good family environment

Middle family

environment

Poor family environment



boys
girls
boys
girls
boys
girls

Attachment to peers
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.

Intimacy
n.s.
0'24+
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
0'45*

Conformity with peers
0'36+
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.

Self-esteem
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s
n.s.
n.s.

Life-satisfacción 
-0'33+
-0'33*
n.s.
-0'23+
n.s.
-0'27+

conflicts with parents
0'31+
0'29*
n.s.
0'36*
n.s.
0'49**


**p<0'001, *p<0'01 +p<0'05

Tabla VII. Mean scores on some scales for four groups of adolescentes formed on the base of emotional autonomy and quality of family environment


Self-esteem
Life-satis-faction
Peer attach-

ment
Intimacy

Low autonomy / good family environment
32,2
20,3
53,9
187,4

High autonomy/ good family environment
31,3
18,7
51,9
194,5

Low autonomy / poor family environment
29,4
18,8
43,2
170,4

High autonomy/ poor family environment
28,9
16,6
44,4
174,6




**p<0'001, *p<0'01 +p<0'05
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