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Impact of Grade and Gender 

Of particular interest were how the three deterrents’ relative contributions 

were influenced by grade and gender.  With higher grade levels, the contribution of 

disappointment declined, whereas the other two deterrents’ contributions increased.  

Disappointment accounted for a significant amount (8.2%) of the decision-making 

variance for younger adolescents (9th graders), in contrast to only a negligible 

contribution by the other two aspects of the PPD, Finding Out and Punishment.  With 

increasing grade level, however, Disappointment drops out while Finding Out and 

Punishment gained in prominence.  At the two highest grade level (11th and 12th 

grades), only Punishment remained to account for the model’s effectiveness. 

These grade-related differences may reflect the widely noted adolescent 

transition from predominantly emotional reliance on parents to a greater orientation 

toward peer influences and relationships.  As levels of emotional autonomy, 

individuation, and behavioral autonomy from parents increase for these adolescents, 

the impact of anticipated parental disappointment on their decision-making declines.  

It should be noted, despite the attainment of increasing levels of emotional and 

behavioral autonomy, parents still play a vital role in the psychosocial development of 

their adolescents.  The continued development of the adolescent’s behavioral 

autonomy may relate to the observed increased importance of the Finding Out and 

Punishment aspects of the PPD.   Adolescent behavioral autonomy trends have been 

studied in terms of conflicts with parents over issues of parental control or legitimacy 
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of parental authority (e.g., Montemayor, 1983; Small et al, 1983, cited in Silverberg 

& Steinberg, 1987; Smetana, 1988).  Parental involvement may extend to other 

considerations such as the detection of and punishment for the adolescents’ high-risk 

behaviors.   

Yet, the PPD variables of Finding Out and Disappointment play a prominent 

role in the decision-making process among younger high school adolescents (9th and 

10th graders) but not for their older counterparts.  Older adolescents may place more 

value on the loss of autonomy over the costs of being found out or experiencing the 

expression of parental disappointment.  While Finding Out and Disappointment still 

play a role in their decision-making process, the loss of privileges (e.g. being 

grounded, loss of allowance and other privileges) may garnish more deterrent effects.  

Moreover, once an adolescent has engaged in a high-risk activity or has been caught 

participating in an activity, the relative weight of the Finding Out and Disappointment 

decisional aspects may begin to lose their effectiveness or at least diminish in 

magnitude.  Whereas, the measured grade related change could also stem from a 

parental change in deterrent strategies.  Parents could use a repertoire of different 

deterrent methods and then settle on the use of punishment instead of less effective 

methods (i.e., Finding Out and Disappointment).  In other words, methods such as 

finding out and expression disappointment may lose their effectiveness as adolescents 

get older.   
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The impact of gender on the PPD model’s effectiveness was also examined.   

At the ninth grade, Disappointment accounted for the majority of the decision-making 

variance for females; while the variable of Finding Out was prominent for males.  At 

the higher grade levels, both Disappointment and Finding Out variables declined 

appreciably for both genders.  In other words, although evidence of emotional and 

behavioral autonomy were evident for both males and females, emotional sensitivity to 

parent feelings, which is higher among females than among males, persisted to a greater 

extent for females.  This difference is consistent with findings that the parental 

attachment history of female adolescents features closer socioemotional parental 

bonding than does that of male adolescents (e.g., Armsden & Greenberg, 1987); yet in 

the tenth grade both Finding Out and Punishment account for the major of the female 

decision-making variance.   

In due course, after the eleventh grade, all three of the PPD elements begin to 

decline in predictability; however Punishment remained to account for a significant 

amount of the decision-making variance.   This grade related difference in the 

effectiveness of the PPD may be due in part to additional increases in levels of 

autonomy, which allows for greater freedom and more time spent away from parents’ 

supervision.  The trends of the effectiveness of the decision-making model resemble 

an inverted U-shaped curve, which parallels parent-adolescent conflict patterns.  A 

relationship between the PPD and family conflict may exist, such is discussed below.   
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Relationship of the PPD with Family Conflict 

As adolescents gain greater control over their lives and decision-making, 

levels of family conflict begin to escalate especially during early to middle 

adolescence (Fuligni & Eccles, 1993).  Over thirty year of research, as summarized by 

Montemayor (1983), depicts a developmental trend of conflict over the adolescent 

years as an inverted U-shaped function.  Parent-adolescent conflict increases from 

early to middle adolescence; and then decreases from middle adolescence to when the 

adolescent leaves the home.   Indeed, congruent with these findings, the trends of the 

means for the PPD’s variables (Finding Out, Punishment, and Disappointment) 

parallel such findings.  The graph of the Finding Out variable portrays this inverted 

U-shape curve over the high school years; while the graph of the Punishment and 

Disappointment variables (i.e., the scales means) parallels the apex and the decreasing 

functional aspects of the inverted u-shape curve.   

Conceivably during early to middle adolescents, as participation in risky 

behaviors begin to rise, conflict between parents and their adolescents also rise, and 

congruently so do the elements of the PPD.  The reverse is also true for middle to late 

adolescence.  The relationship between these variables may be highly variable and 

complex.  For instance, a family conflict is started by a teen’s participation in a high-

risk activity and a punishment is given for such participation; an argument concerning 

the punishment could ensue.  It could be the case that the conflict, at least from the 

adolescent point of view, is not concerning the high-risk behavior itself, but over the 

type of punishment given –PPD variables can also be a source of disagreement and 
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controversy not just a parental response to transgressions.  This cyclic association 

may aid in accounting for such similarities in reference to their inverted U-shaped 

function.   

While levels of parent-adolescent conflict vary from family to family, 

approximately one fifth of families have serious levels of conflict which is correlated 

with negative outcomes (Montemayor, 1986; Smetana, 1988).  Since there are 

differences in levels of parent-adolescent conflict, it may be the case that the salience 

of the constituents of the PPD in relation to high-risk decision making may also 

differ.  For both normative and high conflict families the importance of the PPD may 

be linked to the quality of the parent-adolescent relationship.   It may be possible that 

as the levels of family conflict increases to serious levels, certain aspects of the PPD 

are weight heavier than others in the adolescents’ decision-making process.  In fact it 

may be the case, in some families, the variables of finding out and expression of 

disappointment are not significant to their decision making processes due to an 

eroding of the parent-adolescent relationship.  For these families, the role of the PPD 

in the decision making process may become ancillary to other variables related to the 

decisional process such as peer relationships and/or cognitive distortions.  

Conceivably constructs similar to detachment and psychological control could be 

antecedents to the low predictability of the PPD in these populations. 
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Risky Problem Behavior Scale: Exploratory Analyses  

 Also examined in the present study were the adolescents’ self-reported risky 

problem behaviors.  The study assessed whether the behaviors were sufficiently 

related to one another to permit the establishment of a cohesive, albeit 

multidimensional scale.  The study found evidence suggesting a unitary construct 

status for the risky behavior responses. The resulting scale, the Risky Behavior Scale: 

RBS, was examined for dimensionality, specifically, for two and three component 

solutions.  The results of these exploratory analyses are discussed below. 

 Single-Component Solution 

 As noted, an exploratory analysis using the principal components technique 

provided evidence that the self-reported problem behavior responses could be 

construed as representing a basic unitary structure.  A single-solution principal 

components analysis found that a single scale, referred to as the Risky Behavior 

Scale: RBS, was robust, i.e., that all of the items included in the scale loaded .51 or 

higher.  Similarly, an examination of the interrelatedness of the items indicated 

adequate internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .84).  An evaluation of a single-

component solution by grade and gender indicated that the scale generally remained 

robust (high item loadings, high Cronbach’s alpha) across these variables.  Two items 

varied across grade in their degree of contribution to internal consistency.  These 

items, i.e., ―having sex‖ and ―skipping class‖, were retained in the scale.  Although 

they related only minimally to other problem behaviors at the ninth grade, their 
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contribution became comparable to that of other items at higher grade levels. Gender 

differences were not found for the one-component solution.  This is consistent with 

findings from a meta-analysis (cf. Byrnes, Miller, & Schafer, 1999) which suggested 

that the ―gender gap,‖ in relation to risk-taking, has been decreasing over time; yet, 

larger gender differences are found with reference to intellectual and physical risk-

taking as compared to other risky behaviors, such as smoking.   

Two-Component and Three-Component Solutions 

 Although the behavior responses were amenable to a robust single-component 

solution, the responses were also subjected to a principal components analysis for 

two- and three-component solutions.  Generally, the single-component solution 

provided the highest degree of shared variance.  Nonetheless, the additional 

exploratory analyses suggested that the RBS may entail distinguishable dimensions. 

The high-risk behaviors included in the RBS encompass a broad range of 

precarious activities, index-status, problem behaviors, and externalizing-internalizing 

(Jessor, Donovan, & Costa, 1991; Achenbach, 1993; Kazdin, 1995, ).  Two-and three-

solution analyses of the RBS items suggested that the scale may entail more than one 

dimension.  The two-solution analysis yielded separate high loadings (.64, .77, and 

.80 respectively) on a second component for three of the RBS items, namely, 

Shoplifting, Vandalism, and Stealing, while the remaining items continued to load 

highly(.54 to .74) on the first component.  The second-dimension represents relatively 

serious offenses (i.e., are index rather status offenses) and tend to be covert, 
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externalizing, and may be considered ―classic‖ antisocial behaviors.  Although 

constituting adjudicable offenses whether committed by juveniles or adults, 

shoplifting or minor theft and vandalism are offenses considered characteristic of 

juvenile delinquents.  Hence, this dimension might be labeled as a delinquent 

component (Risky-Delinquent Behavior) of the scale.  It should be emphasized, 

however, that many of the items that continue to load exclusively on the first 

dimension, e.g., smoking cigarettes or going to party without parental permission, are 

nonetheless consistently with ―problem‖ behavior even if not adjudicable.  Thus, one 

may be able to attribute that all of the behaviors found in the Risky Behavior Scale 

are problem behaviors; yet, it is not the case to ascribe the label of delinquent 

behavior to all of the items.  Within the literature, the operationalization of a 

delinquency measure with items from both the risky (skipping school and smoking 

cigarettes) and delinquency (vandalism and shoplifting) could lead to errors in 

measurement.  While such scales as a whole may be reliable its validity for measuring 

delinquency may be in question.  For example, adolescents who engage in delinquent 

behaviors may not do illegal drugs or skip school; generalizing finding from 

individuals who participate in delinquent behaviors such as vandalism may not 

attributable to individuals who engage in risky activities such as smoking cigarettes.      

The Risky-Delinquent Behavior component or dimension of the RBS may also 

be related to having a direct effect on a victim or another person (or their property), 

while the remaining items still loaded on the Risky-Problem Behavior component 
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tend to depict more ―self‖-referenced behaviors.  For example, engaging in drug use, 

getting drunk, and smoking (Risky-Problem Behavior component items) are all self-

referent, while the Risky-Delinquent Behavior component items are focused on 

others.  In terms of frequency of self-reported problem behaviors, a gender difference 

favoring males was evident with reference to the delinquent component of the RBS, 

consistent with other findings of higher rates of risk-taking in these activities for boys 

(Byrnes, Miller, & Schafer, 1999, Kontos, 2004; Zuckerman & Kuhlman, 2000).   

A three-solution principal components analysis suggested a possible third but 

weaker dimension of the RBS.  Items that distinctly loaded (.72 and .75, respectively) 

on this weaker third component were ―lying to parents‖ and ―hanging out with people 

you are not supposed to.‖  Two other items, ―sneaking out of the house‖ and ―going to 

a party without permission‖, although loading marginally (.47 and .49, respectively) 

on this third dimension, continued to load adequately (.51 and .55, respectively) on 

the Risky-Problem Behavior component.  This possible third dimension seems to 

address opposition to parents.  The four behaviors involve disobedience to parent 

rules and regulations, as well as deceptions for such activities.  Hitherto, the items 

loading on this component have a strong connection to the struggle between parents 

and their adolescents obtaining more freedom in their own personal live. In lieu of 

this connection, a more descriptive marker for this dimension maybe, defiance to 

parental authority (Risky-Parental Behavior).   

In addition to the tentative support for the robustness of the RBS as a unitary 

instrument, the multidimensionality of the scale may prove to allow for greater 
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differentiation of the high-risk behavior construct. The specificity that is afforded by 

the three reported components may allow for the targets measurement of specific 

types of high-risk behavior, as a substitute for measuring the domain as a whole.  In 

lieu of such findings, i.e., having discrete related subscales, the instruments may be 

viewed as an inventory; which will allow for the aggregation of scores from the three 

components into an overall score of high-risk. 

 Limitations 

The study entailed several limitations.  One limitation was that the study relied 

on a single measure of self-report responses from the adolescents concerning 

perceptions of parental behaviors, and not correlated with more objective measures of 

the construct.  Convergence across multiple measures of the constructs would have 

bolstered the validity of the study’s findings.  A second limitation pertained to sample 

characteristics and cell sizes. Utilizing a high school as a survey site underrepresents 

high-risk groups of students who are not enrolled or may be chronically absent.  In 

fact, the school utilized for the study had separate classes and teachers for the more at 

risk students.  Although the total sample size was substantial (N = 360), subsample 

size and gender was disproportionately represented.  Some of the design cells (e.g., 

12th and 11th grade) entailed disproportionately low subsamples as opposed to the 

ninth and tenth graders. The lack of larger samples sizes in the later grade levels, 

albeit gender proportionality was similar, may have lack sufficient power to examine 

the predictability of the PPD components.  While for the ninth and tenth grades 
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females (80 and 71, respectively) was proportionately greater than males (57 and 21, 

respectively).  These imbalances could lead to an overestimation or a 

misinterpretation of findings.  For example, disappointment was the best and 

significant predicator of high-risk behavior; this may largely be due to the imbalance 

of females to males for this grade.  The lower sample sizes found for the eleventh and 

twelfth grade may not allowed for the detection of the true significance of the PPD 

variables within these age groups.   

Future Research  

 The present study explored the role of perceived parental deterrents in 

adolescents’ risky decision-making.  The findings suggested that risky problem 

behavior is moderately prevalent in the sample of adolescents, and the considerations 

of parental consequence do play a deterrent role in adolescent’s high-risk decision-

making processes.  Taking an ecological systems approach, many problem behaviors 

may stem from a constellation of influences (i.e., family, peer and personal); 

developing studies that include measures related to these influences may help 

elucidate factors related to adolescent high-risk decision making.  For instance, a 

study that included measures of peer and parental attachment may help clarify the role 

that the expression of parental disappointment may play in an adolescent’s decision-

making—higher levels of parental attachment being correlated with higher variance 

accounted for by the disappointment variable.  The inclusion of a measure of 
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sensation-seeking or levels of enjoyment for participation in a risky behavior may 

help capture variance in the decision-making process of a teen.    

Additionally, future studies should include the utilization of both adolescent 

and parent reports of the perceived parenting deterrents.  It may be case that teens are 

overestimating the likelihood of certain deterrents; this may give some insight into the 

efficacy of specific deterrents.  More specifically, some studies have found that 

participants who had not engaged in a specific high-risk behavior had a higher estimation 

of parental punishment relative to those who reported engagement in such behavior 

(Paternoster, Saltzman, Waldo & Chiricos, 1983).  Finally, the use of the principal 

components analytic technique in the present study was appropriate given its 

exploratory nature.  Future research stemming from this study may benefit from the 

use of advanced multivariate techniques such as a factor analysis to examine the 

scale’s latent and underlying factors.  Such research could allow for the development 

of psychometrically robust instruments related to the different dimensions of high-risk 

behavior.   
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