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ABSTRACT 

Developmental psychology lon.g established that some adolescents .are at greater 

risk for negative developmental outcomes such as psyc.hop.atho.logy and/or problem 

behaviors. The largely quantitative body of researcb identified tisk and protective factors 

which may moderate and/or mediate adolescent development. The characreri.stics and 

nature of adolesc·ent relationships may increase-risk or protection based in part, on the 

perceptions the adolesc·ent holds towards these relationships. 

this study was a quaiitative exploration_ of six resilient adolescent females ' 

relationships. Open interview technique was used to e_xp1ore the participants' perceptions. 

and possible attributed meaning to self1 parental, peer, romantic, school and community 

relationships. Thematic analysis revealed themes related to self and pa,rentaf reiationships 

were most meani:ngfi:ll. 

Re..sults.are discussed as they related tQ the participant's development especially 

areas such as self-awareness, identity development, moral development and stress/coping. 

Parental theme.s centered on parenting style, attachment and reqiprocaJ socialization. 

Implications and s_uggestiorrs for future research are nffered. 

Y., p (D p y gy 
Leadership Studies) 

Dr. W. Zuk, External Examiner (Department of Curric.ulum and Instruct1on) 
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CHAPTER! 

'INTRODUCTION 

Current research on adolescents deemed .at risk for the development ano/or 

reoccurrence of problem behaviors.has redirected its. focus from causative agents towards 

understanding the factors in yout_hs' fives which promote more posi.tive behavioral 

outcom.es. The majority of youth meet the demands of family and society to becom·e 

reasonably welf adj'l,lsted, law abiding citizens. However, some adolescents, for a. variety 

of reasons, seem pr:edisposed to experience their rockiest. years as they find their way 

from child.hood to adulthood. Of those youth, some are disadvantaged due to genetic, 

personal, a,nd familial factors that rnake. the developm.ental journey even more 

cbaflengi~. These youth are often described as ·"at-risk" . They are vul_nerable to 

developing psychopathology, practicing unhealthy lifestyle choices, and/or engaging in 

prob'len:i behavior. 

Ln previous years, research has focused on the-vulnerability of adolescents and the 

identification of factors. that could negatively influence their development (Achenbach, 

1990). Factors such as adolescents' _perceptions and reaction to life-events could incre·ase· 

stress levels and move them to a more vulnerable position. Adolescents' re·actions to 

stress .might affect thei:r developm~nt of competence in dea]ingWith events ~d influence 

their sense of connectedness to others- in va.rying ways specific. to their psychological 

·makeup (D' lmperio, Dubow, & Ippolito, 2000~ Masten & Co.atswortb, .19'9.8). The family, 

community and society would also be influential in shaping adolesc~nts' perception of 

stress in a given sjtuation. 
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Currently, researchers are attempting to identify What factors are n~essary in 

adoJe;scents' lives in order to foster resilience daring tbeiJ development. They have found 

that the adolescents' r.el.ationships with family, community and society play a vital role 

(Pollard, Hawkins, & Arthur, 1999; Smo.kowski, Reynolds,. & Bezruczko; 1999). As well, 

they are exploring the-existence of critical pathways and important c.ombinatio.rts. of these 

factors in their a.ttempts to increase understanding of operating· processes ~nd 

mechanisms. Further identification of these. and other so-called "protective factors1
' may 

enable youth workers and health c.are professionals tb promote resilienc~ in "at-risk.,.' 

youth. 

One area of interest .in the protective realm concerns not only adolescent 

relationships but also connectedness. Namely, ... at risk' adolescents who feel co_nnected to 

others and who marntain s~pportiv~ relatiQnships may .be more resilient against risk 

factors than other vulnerable youth (Laible, Carlo, & Raffaelli, 2000; Lohman & Jarvis, 

2000). Close supportive,relationships may provide protection against problem behaviors 

and dysfunctional development.. Further, supportive relationships may modify ot mediate 

the w~y in which an individual responds to stre·ssors (Jessor, VanDenBos, Vanderryn, 

Costa, & Turbin, l 995~ Kazdin, 1993). 

Though many studies (Baldwin et.al., 1993; LaibJe et a~ 2000; Radke-Yarrow & 

Brown, 19.93~ Roff, 1992) have been conducted in an ~ffortto examine both risk faotOis 

and _protective. facto.rs in adoiescent :development, the vast majority have done-so. using 

predominantly quantitative methodologies. In additio0:, the studies (Lohman & Jarvis, 

2000; Pollard et al., 1999) have largely ignored the critical component ·of individu:aJ 
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perc~ption that is best: explored through qualitative research_ The curr.e11t study hopes to 

quaJi.tatively explore some aspects of how protective factors, specifically reJationships 

and c:Onnectedness, promote resilience i'n "at risk" adolescent females. The study~ in 

particular, ,seeks to present adolescents' perc.eptions of some of their significant 

relationships in order to serve as a complimentary adjunctto current quantitative findings. 

Adolescent girls have b~e,n .chosen for _this study because researchers indicate that 

females ate persistently misrepresented or absent from research in this area (Artz, 1998: 

Gilligan, 1982; Leadbeater & Way, 1996). It is als.o important for the researcher to gain 

ins1ght into the female adolesc·ents' perception of support within their relationships-, 

which may dtffer,. from their male peers (Allen, Abel, & Leadbeater, 1990). How female 

adolescents-describe their relationships and the meaning they attach ·to -the,se relationships 

may be key in understanding the mecbanism-s of protection (Baldwin et al, 1993; Hauser, 

1999; Smokowski, e~ al , 1999; Way & Gillman, 2000). 
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Developmental ·psychology 

4 

Developmental psychologists have investigated factors wruch appear to place 

adolescents in a vulnerable position for the development of anti-social, problem or even 

criminal behaviors (Achenbachi 1982; Cicchetti,. J 984; Gannezy, .1974; Meyer,; 1957; 

Robbins, 1966;. Rutter, 1983 ). Risk factors were identified as. those attributes, situations, 

.and conditions which increased the chances of negative developmental outcomes. 

Several f~~tors were determined at the biologica1, psyehological, familial, and 

societal levels. Researchers recognized that there was a biological predisposition for 

mental illnesses such as sclrizophrenia and depression (O'Do"ijgherty & Wright, 19.90; 

Sameroff & Seifer, 1990). As such, adolescents from families with a history of mental 

illness would be more likely to develop mental illness in adulthood. Psychological 

factors, including, poor attachment~ low self-es_teem, lack of religious identity, poor peer 

relationships, and negative attitudes are itlso significant in the development of the 

adolescent (Basic BehaviQral Science Task Force of the National Advisory Mental Health 

Council , 1996-: Engle, Castle, & Menon, 1996;.Peterson & Moran, 198.8). Familial factors 

include the incidence and frequency of domest_ic violence~ family break up, 

predominantly negative. parenting style, arid family history of mental illness (Grizenko & 

Pawliuk, 1994; Mangham, Reid. & Stewart., 1996; Marsh, Lefley, Evan-Rhodes, Ansell, 

Doerbazbach, LaBarbera, & Paluzzi, 1996; Rutter, 1995),. Societal fac.tors that may 

negatively influence adolescents may incl.ude: exposure to negative role models and 
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violenc.e, lack of a sense of school connectedness, low socioecon.o.mic c.onditions, high 

population dens1'ty, and "1 Jack of community based programs (Baldwin.et al., 1993; Basic 

Behavioral Science Task Fo.rce ,of the NationaJ Advisory Mental Health Council, 1996; 

Gilgun, 1996). 

Once researchers identified risk factors, they began to change the direction of 

their investigations (D' Jmperio et al., 2000: Jackson, Born, & Jacob, ·1997; Pollard et al., 

1999; Radke-Yan:ow, & Brown, 1'993; Rutter, 1990). Interest shlfte_d to exploring factors 

which might protect individuats· from developing psychopathology and unhealthy 

Lifestyle practic;~s, ~no displaying probl~m behavior. Protective factors were thought to 

act as inocullants against the effects of risk factors, and were .catalysts ·to the development 

of resilient individuals. 

A simplistic description .O.f the resilient pers_on is "one who _springs back" 

(Jacelon, 1997, p. ·123). Identification of such factors· and the mechanisms and processes 

by which these factors exert their protective function on the resilient individual are 

imperative for the development and implementation of programs for "'at-risk" 

adolescents·. 

Stress 

White several factors are characteristic of "at~risk" youth, these factors. do not 

necessitate psychopathology or delinquency. It remains unclear why adolescents raised in 

similar environments and exposed to similar events react in djfforent ways. An 

examination of individual responses to- stre·s~ors may heJp to provide some explanations. 

A stressor can be amorphous, therefore difficult to pinpoint, or concrete, .such as a 

parent's death, and can act directly- and overtly, or indirectly and covertly (D'Imperio et 
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al., '.2000: Lon.man & Jarvis-.,. 2000).. lt is even possible for the stressor to simultaneously 

assume multipJe modes of expression both internally and externally (EngJe et al.., 1996, 

Jacelon, 1997; Jessor ·et .aL 1995). Stressors may b~ subject to the intluenc.es of the 

individual' s interpretation which may change acros·s time,.place, person, and situation 

(Hauser, 1999; Smokowski et al. , 1999). Essentially, the stressor is onJy a stressor if the 

individual consciously or subconsciously perceives it to be one. The key to the degree of 

fofluence of tbe stressor oft~n has more to do with the meaning an individual attributes to 

the stressor than the stressor itself (V:aillant, 1_993 ). In addition, research has 

demonstrated that over time, cumulative daily hassles are more likely to impact the 

individuar s: ability to effectively cope with stress than most-major life events (D'lmperip, 

et al.~ 2000; Lohman & Jarvis, 2000; L~thar & Zigler., 1991; Rutter; 1994 ). 

Achenbach ( 1990) identified 10 eorrelated categories that could have potentiaJ 

pos•itive or negative .influence ·in the mediatiQn or moderat1.on of responses to stress by the 

indivfduaJ. The e.ategories are not 'exhaustive and research does not clearly indicate 

whether one category has greater weight in determining success than another. It is likely 

th.at such mediators, and moderators work in various c.ombjnatipus and a.t times in 

opposition to one anoth~r (Engle et al.,, 1996; J essor et aL., 1995; Pollard et al., 1999; 

Radke-Y~rrow & Brown, 1993). Tbe categories are listed randomly: 

1. }?ositive/neg~tive life experience(s) 

2. Physical health ~ past and _present 

3, Level of social skills 

4. Stability /flexibj] ity and ave;rage level of self-esteem 

5. .Prosocial/antisocial behavior 
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6. Intelligence 

7 . Peer rela,tions 

8. Family structure and relations 

9. Temperament. 

l O. Neighborhood/con:imunity/so.cietiµ _miJieu 

Many of the variab.les -seern to follow a continuum along a positive/negative 

po'larity scheme. The negative closely -relate to increased vulnerability, whereas7 the 

_posjtive are more like"ly to encourage protection (Engle etal., 1996~ Jesspr et aJ., 199.5). 

For example, distant family rel~tions and insecure attachment are more consistently seen 

in vulnerable individuals (Rosenstein. & Horowitz, J 9,96 ); whereas, close s~pportive 

family relationships are found to be protective in at risk adole"scents (Laible et al., 2000: 

Radke-Yarrow & Brown, 1993 ). 

Another crucial Point to acknowledge is the labile and sometimes unpredictable 

nature of the stressors operating within each variabfe. A stre-ss.or can change the nature of 

its influence based on-th~ strength or weakness of other variables which may .happen to 

be dominant at any given time (VaiJJant, 1993). 

Much of the re-search regardi~g resilience has· been conducted using quantitative, 

methods (Grizenko & Pawliuk, 1994~ Hauser, J 999~ Jackson et al. , 1997; Lu_thar & 

Zigler, 1991; Rutter,, 1994; Smokowski etal., 1999). Consequently, there are fewsource.s. 

that consider the impact of a sttessor, or the experience of stressful situations. from the 

perspective of the individual who experienc.es them. Many sources of relevant literature 

address stress as if it was some internal or external force imposed upon the individual 

(D' lmperio et a\., "200.0~ Lohman & Jarvis, 2000; Pollard et aL, l 999). However, the 
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influence of the ·stressor is contingent on its perceived ITQportance from tile perspective of 

the experiencmg individual (Hauser, 1999_· Nabors, Reynolds,. &. W~ist, 2000~ 

Smokowski etal., 1999). The meaning that the individual attributes to any given stressor, 

factor or sit_uation• will detennine .its power or degree of influence in that individual's life. 

Therefore, an event that one individual perceives to be stressful ·may not .be perceived 

negatively by anotb:er individual (Bandura, 1_982; Galotti & Kozberg, 1996; Jacks.on et 

al., 1997;. Vaillant, 1993). 

D'lmperio, Dubow and Ippolito. (2000) eompared resilient with. stress-affected 

adolescents who were categorized in10 high or low stress and high or low c◊.mpetence 

cohort groups. Analysis of the battery of stress and ~ompetence measures revealed that 

many participants reported substantial numbers of stressful life events ~swell as the 

chronic envirorun__ental stressors of lite in an impoverished or high crime neighborhood. 

However, contrary to expectation, resilient adolescents did not report higher levels of 

previously identified protective measures than did their stress affected peers. ,For this 

group of J 85 a_dole_scents, the measures did not reflect the proce,ss of what occurs in the 

resilient individual. What appears to b~ l1;1c_king from the data is the perception the 

•individual holds of ms/her capabilities. It is uncJear ifthe identified ~tressor had any 

effect at all on the individual, sinc.e only its _presence ba_s been established. Might 

detrimental effects be attributed to an as yet_ unidentified stre·ssor? Such confounding 

components typically reside outside, the domain of the. quantitative analy~is, but are 

r:eadily apparent during more qualitative inv~stigations. 

Lohman and Jarvis (1000) considered perc~ption as integral to the effects of 

stressors on coping strategies and psychological health. Using a .smaller s_ample size 
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(n=42), the res.earohers examined congruence between adolescent and parental report on 

tne adolescent levels of stress and co.ping strategies. A posjtive correJajion between level 

of congruence between adolescen..t and parentaJ r.eports on. the adolescent and family 

cohesion· was evidenced. Further, it ·was ~emonstrated tha:t more adaptive adoJescent 

coping. was fostered in the: cohesive family environment. 

AdoJe:scents. in the Lohman and Jarvis (.2000) study reported school and family 

concerns as being the most important s.tressors, Parental congruence was high. 

Adoiescents reported that they more frequently used a strategy labeled acceptance coping 

which the researchers defined as "removing one's self psychologicalJy from the situation, 

cognitively redefming the-situation or event, and accepting the situation or event as .rt is' ' 

(Lohman & Jarvis, 2000, p. 18). The parents reported that their children u,sed more•activ.e 

coping strategies. Active coping includes behaviors such as "strategizing alternatives and. 

utilizing inslrumental social supports" (Lohman & Jarvis, 2000, p. 18). Finally, and 

interestingly, while par:ents were able to correctly match at least three of the stressors 

identified as significant to their adolescent. none correctly identified the most significant 

as reported by their ~dolescent. 

Vulnerability and Risk Factors 

During the I9"60's developrilent_alist_s organized theories antl empirical evidence 

relating to normal development~ however, researchers ·soon began to investigate 

psye_hopathologie.s occurring particularly during the formative years (Ainsworth, Blehar, 

Waters, & Wall,: 1978; Chess & Thomas'? 19.84). Theoreticians and researchers began to 

examine concurrent asp.ects of development, such as social development, 'emotional 
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development, moral developtne:nt, self-development, and soda] cognition. It became 

apparentthattbe clinicians and.researchers had t.o work integrativety and to use 

knowledge gathered from other discjplines to fully understand and apprecjate tbe process 

-of psychological development, 

The ·neurosciences., psychobiology, behavioral., and molecular genefks offered 

insights for an integrative view of developmental psychopathology (Valliant, .1993). At 

that time., however, tbinkjng was .driven more by the medical model of disease, and the 

scientific. need to deconstruct phenomena. in the effort to underst_and c~usality (R~tter, 

1994). Prelimfnary research, evolving theories and subs,equent interventions focused on 

the potential for negative ootcomes from populations deemed to be at risk in one or more 

·of the physical, cognitive, and .emotional developmental domains (Rutter, 1994). 

More ·recently~ Zimmerm;m and Arunku.mar ( 1994) ·defined vulnerability as the 

individual' s predisposition "to develop varied forms of p·sychopathology or behavioral 

ineffectiveness') Qr "susceptibility to negative developmental outcpmes that can occur 

under high-risk conditions" (p, 2). Investigations then concentrated on and continue to 

focus on trait identification,(Beardslee & Podororefsy, 1988;, Gannezy, ·1993), i:jsk 

s1tuarions (Dohrenwend et al . ., 1992), dysfunctional s_upport systems (Laursen, 1995; 

Rutter_, 1985; Mangham, Reid, & Stewart,, l 996), and faulty genetic combinations (Luthar 

& Zigler, 1991 ). Once such fac,tors or traits were identified, treatment regimes were 

tested in attempts to rec(ify the weak links in normal, successfuJ adolescent development 

0fan .Slyck, Stem, & Zak-Place, 1996). 

The exact mechanism, by which these factors- may influence any given person, 

and why a specific factor may influence any specific. pers.on and not the next, has yet to 
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be fully understood, Such complete und€lrstanding may ·be an una~inable goal, but its 

pursuit will surely provide knowledge and guidance to those· working in the fieid. 

Data resulting from a l 0-year longitudinaJ .stugy conducted by Radke-Yarrow and 

Brown (1993) illuminated contrasting profiles in resilient and troubled and/or vulnerable 

adolescents. Profiles were constructed .from sy&temati:ca11y obtained measures over the 

ten-year period to produce standard case ·studies on 18 resilient and 26 troubled 

adolescent participants. "All children in the study were at risk for affective illness in both 

parents and a highly chaotic and disturbed family life" (Radke-Yarrow & .Brown, 1993. 

p. 5.8.1). A cQntrol group comprised ofwe11 children of well parents was used as a 

com·panson. 

Radke-Yarrow and Brown (1993) found few differences between the control and 

the resilient adolescents. However, the troubled adolescents as a group scored.lower on 

IQ scale.s, were more often shy, had poor a.cademic achfovenie.nt, and had a history of 

poor peer r~lationsfups. Further, they received fewer positive reactions trom teachers, 

were less likely to be favored by their parents, and exhibited more negative self­

p~rceptions ·than their res-ilient counterp·arts. The study fncluded an assessment of coping 

$trategies .and found that the troubled participants tended to use s·omatization more 

frequentl:9 than the other- two groups, yet they too repon:ed use of a vast array of coping 

methods (Radke-Y arro.w & Brown,, 1993). 

Resihence and Protective Factors 

An examination of vulnerability and risk factors, as w.ell as problem behaviors) ls 

only useful in s,o far-as it lends insight into eventual preyention and treatment ofthe·s.e 
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factors. With this in mind, res-earoh naturally moved in the direction of identifying and 

cnaracterizing the re•silient individual as well as the factors, in an adole.sc-ent's life which 

might se,rve. a protective function. 

Jacelon' s ( 1997) simple definitian of a resilient individual as "a person who 

bo□nces, back'' ( p. 123) seems incomplete. Blqck & Block (1973) offered a more 

complete and somewhat cumbersome definition: 

To be generally resourceful, to show more "um.veg" solutions when faced with a 

barrier:, to be able to maintain integrated performance under stress. to be able to 

process simultaneousJy two or more competing stimuli. to be able to resist sets o.r 

illusi.ons, to be able to boih 'regress in th:e service of the ego' and wbe11 task 

requirements favor such a form of.adaptation and, conversely, to be able to 

become adaptively .obsessive and even compulsive under certain other 

environmental presses (p. 5). 

H'owever, such a definition does litt.le to clarify emer~ng concepts or to standardize 

notions across differing disciplines .. 

More recently, Masten, H~t and G:annezy ( 1990) defin~ r~s_ilience as "the ·process 

of, or capacity for, or outqome of s:uccessful adaptatiQn despite challenging or tfueat~ning 

c.irc.umstances'·' (p. 4.26). D'lmperfo, Dubow and Ippolito (20.00) proposed two criteria for 

determiJJ.ing resilience; stressor exposure and competence. Despite the commonalties . 

. evinc.e.d by these definitions, the resilient individual only exists as an ideal collJlterpart to 

his or her more troubled, less successful courtterparts. 

Nonetheless, the scientific and clinical communities began to examine those 

factors whi.ch would lend protective measwes to the at-risk individual, with the goal of 
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promotfog, correcting, or drcuinventing risk (Orize_nko & Pawiiuk, 19-94; Luthar, 1991; 

Pollard et al, 1999; Radke-Yarrow & Br.own, 1993), Onc.e again efforts were directed at 

ident{fying traits and .situations- which might protect "the individual from negativ.e 

outcomes (Pollard et al., 19-99: Ro$enste.in &, Horowitz, 1996), 

Seyeral researchers have demonstrated that the strength and quahty of-an 

adolescent's relatiohships are strongly predictive of resilience. Grizenko and Pawliuk 

(1994) conducted a study wruch compared 50 "disordered,'; a;nd .50 control pre­

adolescents as a means of assessing and identifying risk and protective factors. 

Significant risk factors included learning difficuJties, hyperactivity, perinatal 

complications and violence in the home. The ability to express fe~Hngs and a good 

relationship with grandparents were found to be significantly prot.ec.tive with this group. 

A mqr~ r~cent study co_n,focted by Pollard, H~wkins {md Arthur ( l 999) $Ought to 

explore tb:e relationships betWeen self-reported exposure to a set of risk and :protective 

factors with behavioral outcomes. Thou&.h the survey instrutneilt measured 20 risk 

constructs it only measured eight protective. constructs .. Outcomes were limited. ~P viol~rit 

and nonviolent delinquent activity, academic achievement, and substance use: 

The ~s~ar.ch~rs (Poltard et aL, 1999) fm,md tha\increa$ed, levels of risk ex:posure 

werncJearly associated with increased prevalence ofaJI negative behavioral outcomes_, 

The results for protection were less. ·co.rts'istent acro·ss the outcome behaviors. While 

protective factors we_r~ negatively related to alc.ohol and marijuar;ta use, they were much 

less reliably related to the other outcomes .. Therefore,_ Pollard et al ( I 999) concluded, «the 

eff~cts of protect.ion ~rn djffer~nt at different levefs of risk'·, (p. 151 )_ As. with many of 
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tbe qu·autitative e:xploratio□s, the answers to the questions of"why?" and "how?" remain 

elusive. 

The hope of offe.rin.g support and seryiGes that are preventative rather than 

reactionary lies with understanding how these adolescents were able to shift the trajectory 

of development from troubled to resilient. By ex~ining the factors and traits. of resilient 

individuals, researchers and clinicians may be better informed, identify possible critical 

pathways, and construct plans for timely intervention, parental education, and suppQrt in. 

order to head off dysfunctional development in ''at-risk" popuJations (Grolnick, Weiss~ 

McKenzie, & Wrightman, 1996; Lohman & Jarvis, 2000~ Marta, 1997). In fact, these 

resilient ' 'survivprs' may be more ad~ptive to a var:iety of life experiences and may be 

better able t0, cope with unforeseen challenges later ·in Life. 

The incteased availability of longitudinal data. on ris~ vulnerability and protection 

·bas Jed to an increase 1n qualitative research which may augment arid deepen our 

·understanding. Smokowski et al. (1999.) used an autobiographical perspective to explore 

the adjustments of 86 inner city adolescents.. The_se resilient adolescents spok~ of internal 

attributes of perseve.r.ance, detennination
1 
and having an awareness· to learn from others' 

choices and subsequent cons~quences (positive and _negative), They identified, through 

their stories, hQW motivational support from fami]y and teachers was highly valued in 

their bves, and in this-way explained to thems~dves why they were successfuJ while they 

watched others fail in similar ciroUnistances (Smokowski et al. , 1999). 
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Problem Behaviors 

Most at risk youth ar.e identified as such only after they begin to demonstrate 

problem behaviors. According to Leadbeater_, Blatt and Quinlan ( 1995) problem 

behaviors. gen_erally fall into two categorfos which they defined as e·ither extemalized or 

internalized behaviors. Externalized behaviors were categorized as behaviors which are 

associated with conduct problems, use of alcohol and/or drugs, attention-deficit 

hyperactivity disorder, and op·po·sitio:nal defiant disorder, Internalized behaviors, 

conversely, were defineq as those associated with depression, anxiety1 suicidal 

tendencies, and e.ating disorders (Leadbe.ateJ' et al., 1995). 

As part of the recent British Columbia Adolescent Health Survey ( 1995), 

adolescents were 3$ked to identify their health concerns. They frequently related 

di-scrjmination and violence at school or in the community, limitatfons on future activity 

or opportunity, and. a sense of disempowerment. In their 1998' examination of the survey, 

Murphy and Tonkin recognized that the primary adolescent concerns-app.eared to: be 

family conflict, school or learning issues, and their own response tQ developmental 

challenges such as alcohol and substance abuse, sexuality and sexual orientation, and 

diss:atisfaction with appearance. The same survey reporte.d that ~bol.;It 25% of Brjtish 

Columbia adolescents experience emotional health problems, including depressioJl, 

anxiety, and attentio_n deficjt problems. 

Problem behaviors during ad.oJescence negatively impact the developmental path 

of individuals. lh _add.ition, sucb behayiors place stress on schooJ and sqciaJ support 



systems which range from the family to government·ag,encies at-id social programs 

(Pollard et al., 1999). 
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For som~, it is di ffic.1.Jl.t to know whether the behavior in. question is mor.e of a 

probl_em. for the individual or for people with whom she -comes in contact At times it 

would seem that the adolescent is lod(ed in a cycle of behavior she cannot shake. She is 

perhaps· scapegoated or labeled and then becomes further entrenched in acting out at 

home, school and community, 

Recent quantitative researc.h has• provided scientists ·and clinicians with additinnal 

insights into the deftni'tion and development of problem behaviors (Allen, Aber, & 

Leadbeater, l 990~ Je_sso.r et al., I 995~. Kupersroidt & Coie, 199◊-~ Radke:-Yarrow & 

Bro~ 1993). Curiously lacking from this body .of knowledge is insight identifying th~ 

purpose these problem behaviors ,serve for the youth who engage in them. "They lack 

disoipfine1\ "They got in with the wrong crowd", "They are Just attention seeking", and 

"It"s genetic" are cited as _popular explanations (though.not scientific) for problem 

behavior (Crystal & Stevenson, 1995).. 

Further, despite the plethora of quantitative studies, few investigations have 

:attempted to qualify the perspective of the youth, What meaning does their behavior have 

fQr them? One mi_ght presume that an ·adotescent who feels unloved {regardless of how 

her parents believe they express their love for .her) may s€ek atfe~ion.and closeness from 

peers. Further, she may think that m orde.r: to gain the attention, respect, and/or admiration 

of the peer group she musf behave in a certain way (Ragan, 1991~ Laursen, 1995). 

The range of behavior that is defined as problematic can make a comprehensive 

rev.i'ew oftbe relevapt literature difficult. ln: addition, studies ·pertaining to the origins, and 
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development of differing behaviors and e~nations of individual, familial and societal 

factors contributing to their development are seen acros_s many ·fields and disciplines. 

Several behaviors h~ve been examined consistently through a number of m8:_jorstud:ies 

(Allen et aL,. I 994; Gri•zeriko & Pawhuk, 1'994· Radke-Yarrow &.Brown, 1993; Blum & 

Resnick, 1997). Such behaviors include drug and/or alcohol abuse, ~ntisocial behavior 

and/or deliriqueney, and unprotected sexual encounters. An exhaustive revkw oJ all 

literature is not as beneficial as a:n examination of the COID.tl)_OD findings-and research 

directions. 

Relationsrups/Connectedness 

Research on re·siJieuce has informed us that a number of factors may serve to 

protect the at-risk individual from following destructive and .dysfunctional developmental 

paths (D'Imperio et al, , 2000; Herzbe,rg &, Hammen,. 1999; Laible et al.; 2000· Marta, 

1.997; Pollard et al., 1999). Relationships and .an adolescent's. sense of connectedness to 

family, friends., apd community have emerged as primary determinants of positive, 

developmental outcomes, 

The.re m~.y however, exist genetic :and biologic• influences which affect the ability 

of individuals to connect with others. Early behaviors such as withdrawal or self­

isolation may exist in those gen·etica!Jy predisposed to schizophrenia (Ebata, Petersen, & 

Conger, 1990). However, most adolescents. with difficulty forming relationships will 

likely not have a biologic or genetic. predisposition as these are kno.wn to affect only a 

'Smal I percentag~ of the gener,al _population. 
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PsychoJogical factors sucb as low self-esteem, lack of feehngs of self-control, low 

self-efficacy, a view ofher environment as. unpredictable., and a view of Ii fe as basic.ally a 

negative experience may contribute to the dev,eJopment of problem behaviors and impede 

the develo·pment of supportive relationships (EngJe et al, 1996; Hauser, :1999; Herzberg 

& Hammen, 1999; Marta;. -i 997: Radke'-Yarrow & Brown, 1993 ). 

A forge-scale longitudinal study that ilJQminated sev:eral factors related to 

relatjonships and c;onnectedness is. the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 

(Add Health Project) (Resnick .et al., 1997). The Add He.al th Project utilized a nattonally 

representative sample (N = 90,000) of adolescents in grades 7 to 1.2 to conduct ~he first. 

part of the.ir study. From 1994 through 1995, students from 80 schools answered brief 

questjonnaires about their lives, including social and demographic .. characteristics, the 

education and occupation .of parents, household structure, risk behaviours, health .status, 

friendships, sdf-e.steem, expectations for the future and school-year extracurricular 

activitie•s. 

[n the second phase of the.Add Health projeot (Resnick et al. ,._ 1997), 12,105 

adolescents who had completed the questionnaires were. randomly chosen from each 

school for in-home interviews. On~ to two hour interviews were completed with 

responses recorded on laptop computers. Several topics were covered and included 

questions regarding peer networks, decision-making, processes, educational aspirations 

and expectations, employment experience, formation of romantic partnerships, sexual 

partnerships, substance use, 1md criminal activities. 

For sensitive sections, the respondent listerred to pre-rncorded questions through 

earphones and entered. (be answers directly into a computer. Although this may have 
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ininimfaed the potential for interview.er or parental influence, it may also have weakened 

the responses of those students wim, poor typing skills or ]ow levels of ltterac~. 

In addition, a parent (.usually the mother) of each adolescent completed an at­

home intervie_w (Resnik et al., 19~7}. The interviewer assisted, op-scanned questionnaire 

covered topics concerning educ_ation_al achievement~ employment and income; marital 

sfa_tus and relationships; health; neighborhood characteristics; involvement ·in volunteer, 

civic, or school activities; parent-adolescent communication and interaction; and the 

parent's familiarity with the adolescent's friends and friend's parents. It is. unclear _if 

parents had_ difficulty completing the questionnaire. 

Further, in order to gather information about the neighborhood and community 

context, Resnick et.al. {1997) contacted a variety of s_ourc.es (i.e. US Census, the. Centers, 

for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statis.tics and other 

published data bases). Information concernin:g. schools was coJlected in the first year of 

the study from the participating schools. The administrators completed self-adminjstered 

questionnaires dealing with school policfos and proce.dures,. teacher characteristics, health 

service provision or referra·11 and student body characteristics. A follow-up phone call 

was made to each administrator in· 1996. Durirtgthe telephone interview., administrators 

were asked to update previously obtained information and to discuss specific dres.s co.des 

and security procedures on the school campus. 

Although a complete analysis ,of the survey is expected to ~e a de.cade o,r more, 

Blum (a member of the Add Health Project Group)andRinebart (1-997) prepared a 

monograph based on the first analysis of the Add Health data (Resnick et al., 1997). 
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While the data dearly describes several fact.ors fhatmay serve protective functions,. one 

oft,he most important emerging factors was an adolescent's connections to others Ln life. 

The home enviromilent emerged as central i:n shaping health outcomes for 

Am~tiGan a,doJes~ents. Tl;le-results fodicat.ed that "adolescents' connections to family and 

school make a difference to their health and well-being" (Blllri1 & Rinehart1 19g7, p 34). 

Students who had high degrees. of closenes_s, caring and ~atisfaction- with parent-al 

relationships and who felt understood, loved,. wanted, and paid-attention to by family 

members appear.ed to be prote-cted from a variety of risk~. These risks included emotional 

distresS., suicidal thoughts and attempts1 cigarette, alcohol1 and marijuana use, violent 

behavior, and e·arly sexual activ1ty. Blum and Rinehart (1997) state "when a parent i's 

pbys_ically 'present io the home at key times., and h~ high expectations for the ~hild's 

education~ children are on the road to being protected from involvement in behaviors· that 

can damage them'' {p. 16). 

Studtrnts· wh.o reported conne.ctedness with schools described that teachers treat 

them fairly, they feel close to _people-at school. and get along with teachers and uther 

stµdents . Students: who felt oonnected to school reported lower levels of emotional 

distress, were less likely to tltinki about, or attempt, suicide, had lower levels of violent 

b.ebavior and :ab~ed stJb~tance$ le.ss frequei:itly (alum & Rineh~ 1997). Schools which 

fostered an_ atmosphere in which students felt fairly treate~ close to others, and a part of 

the school appear tp pe hnportant to the healthy devetopment .of adolescents. 

''Adolescents stand a better chance of.being protected from health risks when they feel 

connected to their school·;' (Blllll) & Rineha~ 1997, p.24). Conversely .students who 
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perceived other students in their school to be prejud1ced and those who felt "out of sync ' 

w1.th their peers reported higher levels of emotional distress. 

Earlier studies such:as one conducted by Radke-Yarrow and Brown (1993) yield 

essentiarly. the same results. These researchers found that adolescent seJf-perception was 

positively related to favoritism in· n:ntltip]e-risk families. Further, expljcit non-favorite 

status was attributed to 78% of troubled ofuldren tho1Jgh 23% of troubled children 

described at least some _positive relationship with at least one parent. 

Radke.-Yarrow and Brown (1993) did not address pot~ntial gender differences i n 

their study., However, Marta ( 1997) did •include gender as a consideration in her 

exploration of the correlation between family functioning and support, an_d 

communication. Data w.as collected on 279 "norm.al" white -families with 16-19 y ears 

olds. Marta (1997) used a batt~ry of asses·s.ment tools to cletennin.e support, sel f~esteem, 

friendshi'p satisfaction, educational success and risk for each of the participants. She 

concluded that freedom of expression of opinions and feelings was an 1mportat1t stress 

mediator.. Marta ( 1997) reported that the percep_tion of being encouraged, supported and 

being able to count on someone was protective against .risk. In addition, she found that 

both parents play an important ,role in family- communication and the conveyance of 

support to their adolescents. 

Marta' s ( 1997) conclusions focused mainly on the gender of parents. She reported 

that "parents, gender ap~ar:s to be more significant than adolescent~ 1 gender in 

determining the quality of the parent-adolescent relationship, at least during late 

adoJescence" (Marta, 1997, p. 484). Additionally, ·she asse.rted that level of risk was more 
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significant than adolescents' gender, therefore, analysis of gender djfferences was not 

further pursued. 

Marta' s ( 1997) findfogs· based on quantitative me~sures are substantiated by 

Smokowsk1, Reynolds and Bezruczko?s (1999) autobiographical inquiry. Though most of 

the adoJes.cents in Smokowski et al ' s study were resilient in their own ·estimations, family 

regard was rughly valued and evidenced in the guidance and mentoring re.ceived, 

especially from mothers. Within the family environment~ and large-ly thank:$ to role 

modeling, Smokowslci et al ( 1999) found that the adoJescent learned positive adaptive 

coping strategies as well as negative risk-taki'ng consequences. Mothers were tbe somce 

0f motivational supporJ: receiving praise from the adolesce_.1Jts for providing information 

about risks and Voicing the mess~ge that the adolescent will make it to a better life 

through dedication and persev.eranc.e. 

Important conneotiohs were also vojced about relationsbjps with teachers and 

friends (Smokowski et al. , 1999). Through thefr life stories, the adolescents.reported tha.t 

teachers provided motivational support, role modeling and critical information about risks 

to avoid. The teachers articulated how and why the adolescent s.hould keep on track and 

further inspired the struggling adolescent to persevere. Teacher messages ,reinforced 

parental mo.tivafion and at times substituted for pgJents who would not, or could not offer 

motivational and informational support Teachers. who were see.n as watm, accepting, 

open and .a~~ssible, yet candid in their guidance, were deemed most effective by these 

adolescents. 

Adolescents voiced more ambivalence regarding their friendships (Smokowski et 

al ., 19.99). They questioned whether true friendship existed and were willing only to say i.t 
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was relative:ly rare. Most descr.ibed a fuend as someone who wouJd see you through 

"thick and thin" and adopted a cautious stance while differentiating peers as friends or 

"associates'~ (Smokowski et.aL, 1999, p, 443). Such reluctance to embrace-peers in their 

environrt1.ent was .attributed to the plethora of hazards associated with trusting. 

Connections may be important-for :adolescents at many juncture·s. Individuals who 

.come into regular and infrequent contact ID<!Y intentionally o.r uruntentionally influence 

the adoJescent by"infonning them, motivating them, or emotionally s.upporting them, 

Finally'" it would appear that any influence might be immediate or delayed in its· effects 

on perception, attitude or behavior. 

A ttachmertt 

Attachment may play an impot:tant role in the _nature of relationships. between 

parents. and teens, Developmental1y, it has long been the<:uized tbat repeated interactions 

with attaclunent figures assis.t .infants and ·children to form internal representations of both 

the s.elf and of others. (Peters,en & Moran, 1988). These "internal working models'' 

(Bowlby, 1973) subsequently form a heuristic basis for future relationships. How the 

individual sees herself, tntluences her role in other .relationships (Allen et al. , I 990~ 

Jackson et al. , 1997; Marta, 1997; Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996). 

Rosenstein -~d Horowitz (1996) examined the relationship between attachment, 

psychopathology and person_alify traits in psyohiatrically hospitalize.cl patients. All 

admitted adolescents were invited to participate. Subje:cts in their sample of 60 adolescent 

patients and 27 of their mothers. were delib~rateJy unselected in orde.t to obtain 

attachment data on adolescents across a broad range of psychopathology. Subjects w~re 

rev~aled to rnive both adolescent and maternal attac;hments-which were overwhelmingly 
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insecure. Attachment was categorized int_o one of four classification groups (autonomous, 

preoccupied, dismissing and unresolved)- The stud¥ revealed that tWo of the cate.gories 

significantly influenced attachment The adolescents who showed a dismissing 

attachment organization, where they either dj~missed the importance of attachment or the 

depth of its influence on themselves, wer:e more likeJy to have conpuct or s.ubstance abuse 

disorder, narcissistic or antisocial personality disorder, and self-reported .narcissistic, 

an_tisocjaJ, and paranoid personality traits. Adolescents who showed prenccijpied 

-attachment organizafion, where they appeared :confused atld entangled by attachment 

refatfonships and lacked the objectivity to move beyond their preoccupation, were more 

likely'to have affecti've disorder. They also demonstrated more obsessive-compulsive, 

histrionic, borderJine or ·schizotypal personahty disorders, and self-reported avoidant, 

anxious~ and dysthymic personality traits. 

Although -sjgnificant associ_ations have been found between insecure attachment in 

infancy and various forms of later psychopathology in both childhood and adult life 

(Belsky & Cassidy, 1994) they cannot be consistently relied upon for causal conclusions. 

Causation appears to be more likely related to multiple influences and multiple pathways 

(Jessor et al. , 1995; Harter & Whitesell. 1996) acting in a complex combination of 

mediators and modifiers. 

Herzberg and Hammen (1999) Gonducted a five-year longitudinal study 

examining the rel"'-tionship between attachment cognitions and social support. Data was 

gathered through questionnaire and interview from a representative sample of 129 female 

adolescents. Analysis revealed that attachrt:rent ~ognitions, representing gr.eater security in 

close-• relationships, were associated Wltb. _higher levels of perceived and ~nacted social 

ti 
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support. Further tbe differences.between s~cure and insecure attachment cognitjon·s were 

mostly related to emotional support rat.her than enacted informatiol) or materiaJ 

ass1stance; The results of A:e_rzberg and Hammen' s study suggest that close re1atio,nships 

are paramount in providing both perceived and enacted 'SUpport as ij]ey are. often 'the 

medium of emotional suppprt, 

Allen, Abe.r and Leadbeater ( 1990) provide a strong argument· for the role 

attachment plays in the development of problem behav.iors, They suggest that there is a 

link between attachment and self~efficacy (Alle.Q. et a1., l 990), which is generally 

accepted as '~one' s belief that one can be successful at a particular task" (Bandur~, 1977) . 

.lQ. addition, they stress the-relationship betwe.en insecure attachment and anger. Tfie 

insecure ado1escent is on:e who lacks confidence in herAiis abilities to cope with complex 

and frustr~tin_g so·cial situations, An angry-adolescent is predisposed to acti_rrgout her/his 

arrger i_n potentiaUy violent ways. Further, Allen ~t aL ( 1990) big.blighted the lack of 

res.earch exploring the nature of the asso.ciajiqns between attachment and problem 

behavior. 

L~ible, ·Carlo and Raffaelli (2000) explored parent and peer attachment of 89 

adolescent participants (mean age = 16. I years). Statistical analysis- revealed that the best 

acijusted adol~cents were th_os·e wi_t.h. high peer, .high.parent a~ohme_nts. Adole:scent_s· 

with a hjgh peer, low parental attachment were better -adjusted than those-who reported 

low peer with high parental attachment. The results sug.gest that peer attachment may be 

rela.tiv.dy .mor~ influentiaJ to adolescent adjustment than parental attachment. 

Final'ly, the struggle of the. a,dolesc(mt to remain close and yet separate from her 

parents in the search. for auto.nomy ·can be a difficult developmental task. Successful 
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development occurs when Uie. ad.Ole-scent is able to achieve autonomy in the contex.t of a 

positive· r.e.lationship with parents (Allen e.t aJ ·~ 1990: Groln1ck et al., l 996~ Laible et al. , 

1999; Marta,, 1997). Way and GiJlman.'s (2000) quahtative exploration of early 

adolescen1 female.s, perceptions of their relationships with their fathers. is illustrative of 

such a struggle. P·articipants described enjoying shared activities with their fathers and 

expressed a desire for «m()re", yet they had already established l:?o.und~:es aro.:und 

acti\iihes and conversation of an i:ntimate:-nature. Even in early adD'lescence the.se girls 

were cautious reg~rding the appropriateness of contact and discussion t_opics. Activities 

and. discussion was centered almost entirely on sports, sehool or "the wotld" (Way & 

Gi.llman, p. 314), Emotional ~ontent and displays of affection seemed relegated to 

maternal interaction. 

Adoles.centS' wilb strained parental relationships face additional stressors (Lohman 

& Jarvis, 2000). The methods they choose to cope with tense relationships m_ay inc-Jude 

seeking validation from peers and/or othersigmficant individuals in their lives (such as 

adults who assume a mentm:ing rote for the youth) (Laible et al., 2000; Marta, 2000). The 

development of a coping pattern within a positNe 'tontext promotes self-confidence and a 

sense of competence .(Allen et al., 1990; D'Imperio et al., 2000; Kazdin, 1-993). 

Perceptions 

A persis.tent theme connecting all the related literature seems tQ indicate that an 

important aspect of successful GO.ping revolves around the perceptions· of the adolescent. 

First. how one d~_termines whether a person ,s life experience is positive or negative is 

highly dependent on the subjective experience of the individual. Secondly, the impact any 

given stressor might hav.e at any particular tim:e is clearly based oil the individual 's 
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perception of the· ·stressor. A study conducted by Baldwin et al. ( 1993") {llustrates an 

important point LO this regard 

BaJdwin .et al. ()993) utilized 150 fatnilies who were followed over an 18-year 

period. In their study of parenting behaviors, it was abundantly clear (hat what was 

perce.ived and interpreted in ope way by a group of adolescents, was interpreted in an 

-entirely different way by another. The factors that were important in predt'cti.Qg mental 

health differed .between the groups studied. 

Data analysis revealed that the factors meaning behind certain parenting 

be.haviors, as attributed by the adolescent., ~ignificantly influe]lced the protectivity :of the 

relationship (Baldwin et al, 1.9.93). For example~ the strict critic.al parenting slyJe of urban 

Afro-American teens were seen by the teens as being demonstrative of caring, love and· 

affection, whereas the a strict parenting style in the suburban white families was seen by 

those teens as. untrusting, and suspicious. Such differences in the youths' perceptions are 

important to consider in evaluating the influence of risk and protective factors. Therefore, 

Baldwin et al. (1993) demonstrate the necessity for research which not onJy identifies 

factors and mechanisms, but also endeavors. to understand them from t;be individual's 

perspective. 

It has been shown that ev.en. the. perception .of support. can be-as powerful as real 

support (Herzberg & Hammen, 1999; Marta, 1997; Smokowski et ~l., 1999.). This has 

implications for the improver.nent of the e,fficacy of different treatment modalities, 

custorn.ized to best-suit the nee·ds and perceptions of the i.ndividuaL 
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works (Artz, 199.8; Cameron, deBruijne, Kennedy, & Morin, 1994) suggest that, 

drug/alcohol abuses as well as H rv infection rates are on tbe rise in female populations. 

Summary 

The literature follows an evolutionary path of it_s own from identifying factors-that 

place youth at risk for probkin behaviors, to exploring those factors which may protect at 

ris'k youth from engaging or coQ.tinuing to .engage in these behaviors .. A great deal of 

quantitative .data has provid.ed a: Solid knowledge bas€ in the .field, however 

complementary qualitative research 1s lacking. Researchers and GHnicians recogrri_ze that 

it is equally import.ant to understand both the nature and. proces6. of risk and protection 

during an adolesc.ent's development, as weJI as the mechanisms which fuel risk and 

protective facto.rs along the developmental continuum. Further~ the lack of gender 

differentiation in many studies clearly demonstrate·s that thfs i's an avenue of inquiry 

Which merits continued investigation .. 

The following qualitative exploratfon intends to expand on the 15::nowledg~ 

regarding the quality of relationships and connectedness from the perspeotive of the 

young fomale . .experiencing them at the time. Further, it attempts. to gain insight into how 

she v:i.ews relationships with herself, her parents. her peers and those she considerS' 

significant. It then examines what-the cQnnection may be between the·se relationships and 

resj(jence by integrating the commonalties between the first p.erson~ccounts and the 

quantitative body of knowledge in the area. 

Just as art exploration of delinquency n·ecessitates an examination of the 

delinquent, s.o to, an investigation into resiJiency neces,sitates .a closer look at th€ resilient 

By illuminating their thoughts, feelings and perc·eptions we may hope not only to light 
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the way to greater unders_tanding of at risk ·youth, but ideally, to gain further insight into 

their salvation 



CHAPTER Ill 

METB.ODOLOGY 

Methodological considerations 

Ji 

Prevfous research in developmental psychology has focused its attention on 

ide.ntifying aspects of conte){t that place ado]escents at ris~ and on the aspects which 

appear _protective and therefore. foster, in theo.ry, resilience. Quantitative methodologies 

were .most appropriate for such undertakings and have provided the current professional 

community with ample undets.tanding of the adolescent's- envirornnent, and 

:characteristics .. In this study, the intention is to gain deeper understanding of the issues 

from the perspective of tbe adolescent, therefore requiring a more qualitative approach ro 

inquiry (Galli Borg & Gall, 1996; Taylor & Bognar, 1984~ Weiss, 1994). 

Robert S. W·eiss ( 1994) provides the methodological direction for this study. The 

autho.r·asserts that a qualitative interview is an appropriate method to enlist when seeking 

an nnderstanding of another's experience. It offers a means of learning about another' s 

perceptions. -and. further about the meaning of those perceptions. A qualitative interview 

permits the e;:xplQration of the experience withqut the deconstruction of the participant_. It 

allows the res·earcher to maintain the integrity of the person as a whole while still in 

context of time; place, person and situation. 

Weiss (1994) describes the gathering of partfc.ipants as seeking "a wide-ranging 

panel ofknowlecl~eable informants1
' (p.17). S.uch informants are ..... people who are 

uniquely able to be informative because 'they are €Xpert in an area or ·were privileged 

witnesses to an event; and people who, taken together, display what 'happens with a 

population affected by a situation or evenf' (Weiss., 1994_, p. 17). These individuals can 
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provide the researcher with first hand accounts of their experience: significant events, 

relationshjps, perceptions, and the effect of.their perceptions on their thoughts and 

feelings in relation to the experience-(Weiss-, 1994) , 

In pursuing infonn_ation in this fashion, Weiss (1994) assert,s that the first task is 

to set out t,be_ aim of the study. In this case the aim i,s to gain ins1ght into ·resilient fem_ale 

adolescenf.s' perceptions of various relationships, including: mother, f~tber_, sch.ool, 

communi'ty, religion, friends, romantic, and -significant others. Once the aim is clear the 

researcher needs to consider who the ·most suitable informants will be, and take the 

necessary steps to procure/encourage t_heir participation. For ·this 'inquiry the panel of 

informants would meet-the criteria of purposeful sampfihg (Patton, 1990). 

The design ofthe interview questions is. an important aspect of this methodology. 

The types of questions asked may play a part in the kind ofrespons.es the researcher 

might recei.ve. Questions. that promote brief answers m.ay not provide much fodder for 

anaJysis,. yet they will help'to keep the interyiew focused. Weiss (1994) proposes the use 

of an interview guide which l~ys out the areas of interest, ·bas some questions as ~ way of 

focusing the respon<Jent, yet leaves- enough leeway for the. astute interviewer to ·pursue 

topics or perceptions as they arise. The facilitation, elabo~tion and clarification of the 

meaning the respondent attributes to the question topic is paramount in an effective . . 

interview. 

Weiss (1994) identifies four different approaches to analysis and reporting of 

interview results. In order to ·determine the appropriate method the researcher m_usi decide 

if he· or she will focus on issues or on individual cases: In addition, the researcher must 

dec-ide the report's intended level of generalization.. Does the researcher intend io take the 



3J 

participants' responses and present them as they are individually, or is the ·intention to 

combine the responses and look for more gener.aJized theme·s ·tbroughout all pa.rticipams' 

responses? Weiss (1994) describ·es the first optfon as ·the "leveJ .of the concre:te" and the 

s:econd analysis as the ·"l~vel of the, generalized' ', 

The cQmbination of-decisions regarding case vs. issue and leveJ of generalization 

provide four possible approaohes to analysis:· a) issue :fQcused and generalized, b) issue 

focused and concrete, c) ease: focused and generalized and, d) case focused a:o.d concrete. 

Having identified these approaches, Weiss (1994) states· that "no matter the level or focus 

there i'S no single tried and true method of analysis or .strategy for presentation of 

tJndings' ' (p. 152). However,. Weiss ( 1994) does assert that a good .report conveys a 

coherent sto.ry, provides a line of argwnent or image of how it all works, and must b~ 

consistent with the data. To use the terms and intentions outlined by Weiss, the present 

study •is iss.ue. focused and generalized. 

In the current _study, the intention of the researcher was to explore 1ssues relating 

to the relationships. of these-adolescent females, looking for colllJl).,onalties in themes 

which would link each person' s story. The researcher refrained from taking a particular 

stance in this matter until the direction was more or less 'revealed by the words of the 

participants, in the hope of dev¢1oping the greatest possible voice from the adolescents' 

responses . 

.Issue focus·ed, .generalized data are bes.t analyzed using the four distinct analytical 

processes of e,oding, sorting, local-integration MO inclusive integration (Weiss, 1994)_ 

The ·first proce.ss, coding, -provides the material nece·ssary for sorting and so forth, yet the 

processes are no1 linear. As each informs rhe other, some jostling occurs. before a final 



analysi's •is offered. Just as one' s opinion may change during an interaction ... as 

information js exchanged it alters the percep6on of the data. Final jntegrati'on cannot 

·occur before all the information is .considered. 

Co:cting provid~s the connection between responses and concepts or categorizes. 

This process can be influenced by the historical experi·ence-of the investigator, theoretical 

ass.umptions, and research interests, The investigator closest to the data best acc.omplishes 

coding. 

Sorting involves the placement of excerpts-within the broader umbrella of the 

cate.go.ry or concept Local integration is a rudimentary organizing and assirni1ating of 

what might be known ahout what we are seeing dev.eloµ out of ibe coding and sorting. 

Mini-theories begin to emerge and find support or die out ·as not viable. Those mini­

theories th~t survive help to illustrate the meaning of what the respondent w-as actually 

saymg. 

The final process of analysis, inclusive integration, brings all the areas of analysis 

into one sing!~ cohesive story. With the analysis process complete, the investigator m:ay 

t_urn his or her attention to .(eportingthe results. Caution. must be exercised when m~g 

statements of causation (Weiss, 1994 ), yet inferences of causation. g~th~red from various 

informants are likely to offer glimpses or partial .explanatfons.-[t must be kept in mind 

that seJf;.assessments are not alw.ays accurate, despite the informants' belief in. their own 

account and insights. The data does .however, reveal informants' perceptions of their 

experience. 
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Participants 

«Qualitative inqufry typicaJly focuses in d~pth on relatively small -samples, 

selected purpose.fully ' (Patton, ·1990,, p.169). This study cent-e.rs on adolescent females 

aged 16-1 7 who reside in a small 1.iJban area on Vancouver Island, British Columbia. To 

be in0luded jn this· study, the ado.lescents met two distinguishing criteria: a) they h~d 

engaged ip acts of delinquency wben they were 13-14 and b) they self-reported not re­

offe,nding within the pre>1jous 18 months. The participants had been labeled as delinquent 

b.y the crimi_na.1 courts based .on their .conviction of a oriminaJ offense. 

Participants were recruited through Probation Ser:vic.es in Vic.toria on Vancouver 

Island, and through word of mouth. Permission to discuss the study and the identi.6catiou 

of potential part.1cipants was obtained. from tbe Mini·stry of Children and Families, the 

Ministry of Attorney General, and Youth Court Services. It was deemed necessary to :use 

third party recruitment tn order to locate suitable participants due. to the age of the 

part.icipants, as well as :tSsues related to the maintenance of confidentiality. The 

re'Searcher held infonnal seminars on related topics and outlined the scope and intent of 

the study for Social Workers, Probation Officers (PO), and Youth Court Workers who 

were asked to identify prospective adolescents. 

Recruiters identified and contact~d ten suitable participants .. Four of those 

individua.ls agreed to participate. Two additional participants were recruited by word of 

mouth 'through the existing participants. It wa_s decided d'ijring the recntitment pr.oce,ss,. on 

the advi_ce of Ministry officials, that adolescents who were suitable yet required consent 

from the Ministry (the ·Ministry was their legal guardiart) would not be included in the 

study as consent issues were too complicated for the time constraints of the study. 
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Participants in this study c;ame from mostly single parent families who lived in 

de:nse]y populat_ed urban housing. One p<lrtic.ipant was raised with both her parents hving_ 

togetber and anoiber was currently living with her father and stepmother after .having 

lived previously with bet motheI in a single.parent household. Various combinations of 

broken an_d blended family constellatjons existed for these participants. Though in their 

interv·iew responses they described exposure to family violence and drug and ale.oho} 

abuse in histo.rical context, it was a major part of their daily lives prior to comjng in 

contact with the law. De.spite some intertilptions in education all participants were 

working in the high school grade levels. 

Interview 

The qu_a)itati:ve interviewing approach, which keeps the focus on t he relationships 

of one individual, affords the opportuni'ty to compile an account of the adolescent's own 

story and elaborate on the im.p_act of her experience and pe.rceptions, 

The interview guide was adapted from ptotoGol used by Leadbe.ater and Way .. 

(200 I). Open-ended questions (see Appendix IV) were intended to prompt focl.lsed 

responses that would promote an understanding of the adolescents' relationships·. ihe 

investigator used more focused questions for less articulate partioipants and allowed the 

more articulate participa.nts to expand their responses at will, until such time as the 

intention of the question was achieved .. 1n the interest of time constraints and in an 

attempt to. refrain from ems.sing therapeutic boundaries, the investigaJor endeavored to 

keep the focus: on the question. 

Interviewing techniques, such.as encouragers, were tfs€d to indic~te the 

investigators desire to .learn more about what the partieipant was saying. The investigator 
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attempted to remain cognizant of:encouragjng re'Sponses without deJ_ving into therapeutic 

techniques such as overuse o'f empathy. When incons{stencies arose, clarifying -questions 

were Posed, and the investig~tor refrained from crossing the boundary of therapeutic 

confr9ntation. Thus it is acknowledged that the· inve-stfgator may have inadvertently 

encouraged responses which focused on. content rather than feelings. 

Interviews. were conducted in a s.etting where the participants indicated they 

wou1d be comfortable. 'Five. of the interviews took place in the-participant's homes while 

one participant chose a coffee shop, On ave,.rage, the interviews too.k two hours to 

complete. 

Once. the initial interview was concluded, the researche.r completed the process of 

analysis as outlined in the methodological considerations section A follow-up interview 

was conducted over the telephone to review the analysis with the participant as a validity 

check. The second interview was important to the process as well as beneficial to the 

_participants who expressed some surprise at the ~ccur<,1cy of the recording of their 

perspective. 

Ethical Considerations 

Approval for the study was obtained from the University of Vic.toria Ethics in 

Hwnan Research, Ministry of Children and Families and Ministry of Attorney General, 

Once-approvl:).l was grante~ the researcher approached local probation officers (POs ), 

youth police officers, youth c:ourt wQrkers, -and social workers to discuss the area of 

investigation. 

Once ten PQtenti.al participants had been confidentially identified by the PO (that 

is to say the PO knew the individual's identity but the researcher did not), the PO 
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discussed the research project with the youth. This discussion included the provision qf 

an explanation sheet with information for discussion with her parent(s) (see Appendrx 11). 

The potential participants. we("e given a telephone number where they .could contact the 

researcher for more information., 

Upon receiving an expression of interest, the researcher met with the youth and 

her parent(s) to discuss the study in detail, ensure that all ethical guidelines were met, and 

to obtain writte.n consents from the: participants and their legal guardians. 

The investigator, the parertt(s); and the participants reviewed the letters of-consent 

prior to any commeoQement of an inter:view Confidentiality was discussed. Expectations 

were clearly explained, includin_g· the right to withdraw at" any time. Questions-were 

address-ed to ensure infonned consent .and therefore the. pa.re_m.( s) and the pa.rticipant had ~ 

.complete understanding of the nature of the study and the extent of their participation. 

See Appendices l, TI, Ill for copies of Letters of introduction and consent. Once proper 

consents were signed, an appointment was arranged to conduct the interview. The 

researcher set a time and place that was convenient for the inte.rviewees. At the 

commencement of each participant's.interview she was.ask~d to select a p$.~udonym to be 

used in place of her real name as another me:ans of ensuring confidentiality. 

All interviews were audio-taped With pennission from the participant. The 

investigator used a tape-recorder as a means to maximize the- attention given to th~ 

participant at the time ofth~ interview and to augment recall when transcribing the 

responses. As-per the consent agre·ement, following the tr-anscription, the tapes were 

destroyed thus maintaining confidenljality. 
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Analysjs 

Weiss ( 1994) described value in the early analysis of interview data. He stat~s, 

" the more investigators· have developed understan_dings during data colle_ction, the surer 

they ean be of the aoequacy of the data collection ... (p. 151 )". He further asserts that such 

_a prac_tice is rooted in idealism and although the-invesh'gat_or may re.main thoughtful 

throughout the process7 formal analysis is likely to be curtailed until all interviews are 

conducted. In this study, the. time which transpired between interviews did afford t_he 

investigator time to transcribe and review each interview in its own right. Thus allowed 

decisions t_o be made about where further interviews might enhance the overall picture 

developing from the data. 

Irutial thou_ghts and co.dings were recorded i'n the margins ofthe·transcribed 

interviews. As the analysis was· to be· "issue-focused" rather than "c_ase-focused", notes 

were.kept close to the issue ofrelaticm~hips .. 

In the current study. the intention of the researcher was ta explore issues relating 

t_o the relationships of these adolescent females, looking for cm;nn:ronalties in themes 

which would link each person is story. The. researcher refrained from taking a particwar 

stance in this matter until the direction was mor.e or less revealed by the wm:ds of the 

participants, in hopes of developing the ,greatest possible voice from the adolescents, 

re~ponses. 

Some preliminary coding occurred with each interview transcription as it w.as 

completed, however, the majority was held off until all the interviews were completed 

and transcribed. The final trans_cription appeared as a master list .of ques~ions and 

responses, with each participant's responses being color-c'Qded. From the master list of 
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responses the 111vestigator sought to excerpt the respond_ents'· descriptive language that 

-characterized tbeir relationships and other relevant themes, as. well as explanations that 

led each to their conclusions. The codings were gathered in the form ofquotes from the 

parhcipants, and at this point the name-of the participant was abandoned .. 

A review of the coding process gave .rise to the establishment of categories in the 

-sorting process. Responses were first sorted according to relationship and then by 

ident.i fyi ng themes and. pajtems of relating to .each individual . Once the· sorting process 

was accomplished, the identification of irnp1ied categori·es was able to proceed. Initial 

c.onsideration of potential catego.rjes a,nd mini-theories was drawn from the literature,, 

particularly on relationships and connectedness .. These categories incJt;Jded parental 

presence, caring, feeling anderstood, degree of identifi~ation with the person (friend, 

mother, teacher, etc.), and attachment 'Style. 

The prooess of local integration was a natural ~vol ution of the data into an 

orgaruzed understanding of the themes that emerged, The generalized perceptions of the 

participants began to coagulate and '-'mini-theories" were devel~ped to make sense of the 

the_mes. As a means of limiting her biases and attempting to remain true to the 

participants intent, the researcher conferenced findings at the coding sorting and local 

integration phases. The fma.1 process, inclusive integration, bro.,ught the data fo.to a 

cohesive illustration oftfie participMts' perceptions and the meaning of their 

relationships. 

Validity in such studies is achieved by checking back with the particjpants to 

ensure that their story has been recorded ·accurately. The researcher did this and also 

checked that her analysis was consistent with each indi:vidu_al' s perspective. 
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Personal traits and family histories., among other factors revealed in the inte.rv;iew 

process confirmed that the participants fell und~r ~he broad umbrella of being vulnerable 

and at risk. The important contradiction however1 is that despite their vulnerability they 

had managed to reclirect the apparent path of delinquency. Though no major change in 

I if~style or livi_ng -situation bad occurred, the participants managed to re.train from 

continufog to eng·age in delinquent or problem beha-viors which would bring them to the 

attention of the l~gal sy~tem. Furtb~r~ they had essent_i_ally been able to refrain from any 

activities for which they were and remain_ at risk. None of the participants currently made 

unhealthy lifestyle chorces:, abused drugs or alcohol and ·none djsplay.ed or described 

tAoughts or feelings consistent with overt psychopath◊logy . 

Before embarking on a detai'led review oftbe results, a brief .overview of.some of 

the general emerging themes is helpful. On the whole, participants v.iewedrelationsrups 

as important. Family relationships were deemed ·more difficult, while relationships with 

pee.ts were seen as fi.uL There was a pervasive theme related to partying,. thou$-h not all 

these adolescent_s engaged in drinking, or using drugs. It se.em.ed to be the social 

connection .to peers and the percep.tio.n of having fun wruch fuelled the drive to· foGng; so 

moch atte.ntion on this activity. It almost seemed .that, gi_ven 1lhe lack of involvement in 

organ_iz~d extracurricular activities, they n.eeded sQmethin_g tu fill the void and the hype 

around organizing parties was the replacement. 
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The participants tended to stumble on questions that involved thinking about (be 

future, such as those related to earner planning or s-impl_y inquiring about where they 

thou·ght they might be in a year or two They vocalized low levels .of ambition in all 

questions related to thejr future. The-predominant career-related theme expressed~ 

centered on seeking work that would give them some sense of control. Jn addition, work 

with animals and/or small children was seen as desirable. Responses such as, "kid_s 

always give you hugs?' or ~, anim_als are always so happy to se.e you" -and " they (animals 

and children) don't f.tght with me" may be indicative of a more emotional approach to 

career selection. 

The following sections present the results of the major categories of the interview 

questfons. Eacn subsection corresponds directly with interview categories. 

Self 

.Participants de-scribed the most important aspect of their closest relationships as 

being treated in a non-judgmental way by one who was both forgiving and supporti_ve, 

They s.aw these relationships as being rooted ill trust an.d honesty. 

When answering questions that related to· making a change, co-extsting internal 

and extemaJ themes were common. Anger, hurt, drugs and money were ever present in 

the participants' responses. Despite the negative themes, the participants espoused a 

beli_ef in themselves which seemed to be generated by" parental support (mostly moth_e(s 

support) or perceived support. 

All participants express:ed the· aspiration to simply be seen as a '~goo'd''· person. 

The_ participants were div~rse i:_rr their interests- and activities. As. well, all expressed, in 

some manner, an .underlying knowledge of :their own competence, However., despite 
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hinting aboutth.eir own self-efficacy belie:fs they were re1uctant to· openly ·ackt1<:>Wled.ge 

the1 r capabilities. 

When asked if a change had occurred in the way that the participants see 

themselves since being charged with an offense, the responses were to the affirmative. 

Further questioning revealed that the humiliation and shame of being caught and of 

disappointing someon·e they cared about were the predominant catalysts to their change in 

thinking and· subsequent be.havior. One participant stated~•~ ... 'it was bard to actually 

admjt that I was screwing, up. l thought I had everything under control and this was like a 

big wa;ke-up calJ ... f knew I had disappointed .my parents really pad ... and I wanted to be 

part of the group .. . but now that doesn't much matter ... cause tbey aten' t gonna baek me 

up". Anoth~r responded,'' I had. no idea how what I thought was o.k.. and not so bad 

could end up Like this ... I di_dn't think what J did was so awful but it sure was 

embarrassing wh_en my mum.had. to come down and baj.l me out. .. I .don' t ever want to go 

through that again". 

Final areas of common themes were. the personal dislike of their appearance and 

the notion that they display too much emotion. 

Parental 

Th.e participants lived in various household arrang~ments/situations while also 

having contact with patents and step-parents who did not resjde in the -same dwelling as 

the adolescent. Family constellations for all but ·one participant were C..-Omplicated, 

consisting of broken and blended family configurations. One participant lived with both 

her biological parents, three liv€d with a single female head of household, one of which 
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was not the participant' s bjoJogi'cal mother, one with her father and stepmother, and one 

was independent. 

Albeit with their own fluctuations, the relationships with mothers appeared to be 

th.e primary parental .relationship. lntere.stingly the relationship with mother was 

described in .terms of what mother does TO or FOR the adolescent. For example, "she 

taJks to me, sometimes 1· am not sore. she is listening to me though'" or "she takes me .to 

my probation appointments'' and «,she hassles me jill I do it." 

In ~ontrast, the responses to the ·same-questions. regarding daughter-father 

relationships described fathers in ·terms or what the adolescent has done to the. father. "1 

disappointed him." '"I should have talked more to him.'' And ' I should have. spent more 

time with him." 

Mother 

The participants described their biological mothers as fun~. open and caring. They 

perceived their mothers as being available to them as they were neede~ despite the fact 

that they did not actually spe11d much time with theirmothers. Responses consistent with, 

"She's .always there now ... even when I am out and about for a few days and I don't see 

her everyday". The persistent theme of these relationships c.entered on safety ("I know 

she wiH be there for me, If l r~ally needed sometlting I know she would look after me, 

and help me''). 

Mothers were seen as helpful to the participant when ·they offered reassurance that' 

"things will turn out ok'; or that their relationship 'will survive the situation". One 

participant responded, "'till then I was never sure if she would be so mad at me that she 

would disown me ... but she kept telling me we would be ok .. . l guess l let loose with a lot 
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of stuff too, you k---now .... 1 finally told her all ki'nds ofthings ·and she was ·rea11y cool about 

.it, she drdn ' t freak Hke I thought she would." Mothers were al-so helpful in ·changing their 

adolescent's focus, ie. redirecring her a_ttention as well as 'encouraging the adolescent to 

find othex ".111ore appropriate" activities. 

In contrast, tbe adolescents' mothers were seen as taxing the relationship when 

they offered feedback. Often the adole-scents perceived the feedback as criticism which 

always focused on negative behaviors.thus leaving the impression that the .mother failed 

to acknowledge the attributes and ind_ividuality of her daughter and bad unrealistic 

expectations. These expectations were viewed as perfectionist and unattainable by the 

participants and were considere.d to be something imposed upon t_he adolescent rather 

than a goal which .bad been mutua_lly agreed upon .. The pa,rticipants felt that they should 

be recognized as independent and capable. 

Three participants had e~periences with stepmothers. Rel_atio.nships with 

stepmothers were :ambivalent Participants were often unclear about whether they could 

rely on stepmothers and expressed competitive issues and confusion about trust. 

Comments- like: ''sometimes she is ok,. but I am never really sure what her angle is" or 

' 'she is n:rore, concerned about making her'selflook gQod." 

Father 

Questfons· regarding paternal relationships received the most diverse responses. 

Three of the six participants did not have contact with thefr fathers fQr at least five years~ 

yet all described a rnlationship with a father figure. Those \VhO had no contact appeared 

to have created a relationsrup with the absent parent (referred to as ' 'kinda like an 

imaginary playmate'') which seemed to. have served some purpose and offered them an 
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explanation for ' 'the way I am." Explanations were dichotomous. in fhat they were ·either 

blaming him or identifying with him .. 

Fe.eHngs about father,s were expressed in greater _number and greater depth of 

emotion than those regarding mothers. Regrets were also expressed ·more freq·uently in 

discussing the paternal relationship.. Many prefaced their r~sponses with, "I wish we 

bad ... or I \visb we could .... ' ' 

The participants. who bad contact with fathers perceived their fathers to be helpful 

even in cases where contact was very limited. One parficipani recalled, ·« whenever I 

ca11ed he would ask what I needed. Re didn't like bark at me-for getting in trouble". The 

fathers were described as being mindfuJ of their daughter'-s individuality and competence 

in problem. solving. Many responses resembled a participants acc.ount~ "He always tells 

me that I have. to do what [ have to do . .. . He tells me he knows I can deal with it.." 

Romantic 

For those participants. who were. involved in romantic relationships, the 

:r:elationships were described ·as fun and caring, and the poyfriends. were described as fun-> 

trustworthy, caring and smart. Responses included: ='' We have a lot of fun together... we 

go to parties or just a movie or something." "Welt he'-s way ,smart ~nd he Ulces to m~ke 

sure rm okay." «I can talk to him ~bout anything,_.he doesn' t rag on me cuz he is so 

mature." And .. He looks after me and takes me out and stuff'. 

All particip1mts reported a ehang~ in the quality of des.iI:ab_le attributes a Gurrent or 

future partner must possess in terms of-seeking more respectful treatment. " I wouJdn 't Jet 

him walk all over·me or use me like l used to." 
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When asked abounhe meaning of love, commonly expressed themes incJuded 

trust, loyalty, deeper-respect (than other relationships) and safety. Commitment was 

described in more co_ncrete terms Jeflecting action, ·" to be •with one person'' o,r "living 

together" and "setting goals and sticking fo them". 

Friends 

The ado1esc.ents identified both mal.e and female platonic friendships. These 

frieJ:1ds were valued for their support and understanding. Friends were also appreciated 

for the.ir ability to refrain from passing judgement while providing both supp0.rti:ve and 

chal lengiQ.g feedback Friendships were, characterized by cornmen~s like, " She listens to 

me and even if she doesn' t agree -she still listens and doesn' t-shoot ·me down. But, yo.u 

know if she really thinks l am wrong she challenges me about it. It helps me get it straight 

you know .. . more for myself'' 

Time spent together was .centered on social activity;_ talking on the phone and 

"hanging out' . Interaction between their friends occu(fed on a daily basis and the 

friendships remained strong as t.hey evolved over time. 

Friendships described had lasted for at least one year since inception and most. 

were more than three years, enduring both maturation and situational changes. 

Other 

Two common -themes emerged in the «other" -section. First, participants listed 

tbo.se individuals who seemed to possess attributes that were desirable to them or with 

which they identified. Responses included:" Well, I'd like to be able to talk like her and I 

know she kinda cares when she· is listening." '' I knew she cou'td help me, ca use all the 
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soeial workers w.eren,t helping at all. They were just telling :me how to live my life. I 

don t need anyone fo tel1 me.' ' 

Se.condly, these relarionship:s were all ones of few, if any, emotional ties and were 

therefore. perceived as -safe and acceptm:~ for the adolescents to be accepted. Mos.t Qften 

these relationships were with teachers, lawyers, probation officers, and counselors. 

Participants expressed appreciation for what they perceived as the honest provision of 

information and the motivational support offered by the '"other,,_ Interestingly, each 

significant "other" described was female .. 

Religion 

Formal religious affiliation was scarce. One participant said that even without 

fonnal involvement she may b.a.ve adopted some Christian valu~s and also some ideas 

reJated to Teincamation. Based on the responses in this area, religious faith did not come 

across as being important nor was. it something to be avoided. None referred to, or 

inferred to a "relationship" with "God''. 

School 

Interestingly, education was identified as valuable and desirable yet it was clearly 

seen as -s.eparate issue from ''school". All the adolescents attend either public regular, 

alternative or correspondence school. School was seen as positive if only for its social 

aspects, but most acknowledged some value in terms of getting ahead in life. School-life 

appeared to ser:ve as a conduit for socializing with friends. Comments relating to se.hool 

did not indicate any feelings of connection towards the school, such as school pride. One 

participapt s~ted, " Well, really school sucks, btJt my friends are trrere ~nd it is a place to 
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bang out and we-can make plans for like Friday and fbe weekend ... you know ... a party or 

sqmething . . _. where to bang oul '' 

Extra-currioular or co.-curricular programs or activities were seen as lame or of no. 

interest or value to the aqolescents i.nterviewed. "Oh god, my friends wou_ld never let me 

forget it and they'd probably stop talking to me H>o! (if I signed up for any school club or 

program)" Rather, descriptions highlighted an abundance of unstructured time outside 

schpoJ whi.cb. .cQnsisted of talking on the phone, mnging out with friends, or watching 

TV. 

Community 

The final sec:tion of the interview schedule ·dealt wtth tb:e community. The 

participants' descriptio•ns of their .community were. tliverse. Most often the comm unify 

was liked.for the availability of frjend~- Secondly, all adolescents described themselves as 

feeling safe in the community. As with the school «relatipnships1
', there was-no indication. 

of being a "_part" of the c6mmunity as demonstrated by a lack of involvement in programs 

or commlJJ:}ity activities. Responses tp interview questions about the participants' 

neighborhood an~d community included: '"Not interest~d and don'fhaye the money either 

(.to participate in community programs)."" l don't really feel a part of any ~ommunity . .. I 

can see and feel how peopfe look at me and my f(iends." 
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DISCUSSION 

so 

Qualitative inquiries are known for the sheer v·otumes of information they elicit 

from the participants. Su~h infonnation is rich. with emergent themes. The researcher 

must move-towards making sorne sense of those themes. The. task is to interpret the 

results .in a manner which.remains true·to the sto_ry of ibe indiv.idua:I , while at the same 

·time expounding of its value by placfog it in confoxt. This chapter integrates the resultant 

the.mes within three· broad and interrelated domains: pe.rsonaJ; familial, and -societal. 

Since .reJationshjps usuaJly contain at leasnwo parbcipan.ts it is "important to consider 

what each of the participants bring with them as wen as how they connect. with each 

other. 

Personal 

The. majority of co.neepts, which emerged from the thematic analysis of the 

intervie'\1/ responses, fell witb.i.n the fi.rst two domains.: p~rson_al and familiaL The themes 

in the personal domajn relate to the adolescents' self-awareness, self-·es.teem, .self­

concept, and identity development. The also relate to morality orientation, .stress/coping 

(including the tendency to internalize or externalize), and predominant worldview. 

Self-Awareness 

Harter (1997) d~scribed self-awareness, as an adolescent's various roJes and 

membership categories that define who be/she is. Harter (1997) suggested that there are 

ten dimensions of an adolescent's self-understanding and these· dimensions provide a 

helpful framework for a discussion of the participants' response·s. 
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ihe first dimension involves the individual ' s ability to think in increasingly 

abstract ways.while incorporating more idealistic perspectives. The .adolescent 

p.articipants as a whole. were ab]e to consider their more abstract selves, yet seemed to be 

verging on using more idealistic labels_ Many described themselves as '"really, a good 

person", and "caring, open and hones(' . Thus the participants appear well on -their way to 

gaining s_elf-understandin_g in this di:men,sion. 

Differentiation, Harter' s (199"7) s.ecO.nd dimensfon of-self-understanding, relates to 

the individual adaptation in role and behavior as being specific to circumstance· and 

situation. These adolescents were clearly able to describe thems.elves across a number of 

contexts. Many described how they behaved with family as being quite different from 

bow they were in school or at bom.e. T,h~y appeare.d to· accept that the individual 

remarned the same person yet simply altered certain attributes to meet the situation or 

role,.of the moment. F.or s.ome, adapting slightly to the situation offered them variety in 

their choice of behavior sets and _attitudes as reflected in responses su~h as " I am a muc.h 

different p€tson with my friends than with my mum, but it is goo.d that way cuz I 

wouldn't want my mum to see the way lam sometimes- with them (friends)." 

The aforementioned quote·also illustrates in part tb.e third dim~nsion, namely, 

contradictions within the self (Harter, 1997). As the individual expands her world and 

ideas she moves into a certain multiplicity of roles and 'p01ential contexts. She may have 

notions of.her self as being both good and bad_. One partici~ntlaughed.at her response to 

an interview question which -asked her to describe herself She then stated. :« I am really a 

good person down deep .. . but I can be so very mean ifyou make me angry". 
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Differentiation and contradiction necessitate the fourth dime·nsfon, which Harter 

( 1997) described as the '"fluctuating self' . Adjustment over time and across sjtuations can 

be characterized by instability as possible ,Selves are expJored, practiced -and revised 

before tht acfole,sceut solidifies a more coherent theory of self. Many of the participants 

acknowledged an awareness oftbe rapidity at whjch they could change their persp~otive 

or mo.od, sometimes describing it as something that they found disturbing about 

themselves. One participant stated that it sometimes frustrated htr as sh~ didn 'talways 

know what was '·go.nna set me off'. Another pattici'pant stated. she wished sbe could be 

more like-she i's with her friends when she is- with her mum .. . ''cµz sometimes I feel like I 

have to be someone-I m not" . 

The fifth of Hart.er' s ( 1997) dimensions centers on the construction of an ideal self 

as well as the actual selves~ The adolescent is challenged to reconcile di&crepanc:ies• 

between the two before she can develop an integrated self. Most participants in this study 

seemed to. be striv.ing to become more .like th~i_r ide.aJ selves .. References to how each 

individual wouJd like. to be, were te·mpered with a reality check at>out What was 

reasQnable. 

These individuals were not ready t.o look too far into tbe future. Th~ most 

common response to questions pertaining to career goals, and the kind of person they 

hoped to be five years fr.om now included, "l haven't thought much about that, I am 

really just dealing with the day to day stuff for right now". 

lt is possible that the previous few years, leading up to the time of their 

involvement with the Law, were ones of conflict. Most described "things being (are) 

more calm in my life now" and " I have a way better grip on mys.elf now and I know 
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more about who I am~'- Within this dimens_ion there exISts tb~ rioticm. Qf the '·-possible 

self''. It would seem likely that wben the adolescents were caught cbm.rt1itting their 

off~nses, they w~re confronted with images of who they did not want to become. In 

reJatively short order,, perhaps. even subconsdous:ly ,some made a decision t,o change the 

dlfection in which they were heading-by altering their co11cept of themselves. [tis 

r.eas.onable to asse.rt. that -someone who sees her.self as a basically good person cannot ·be 

caught and publicly convicted of doing bad things. Something had to change such an 

"incongruity in order to restore a balan~ed self-conc!;!pt Such a conclusion is in keepin~ 

with the results· ofOysennan.and Markus' (1990) study in which fin.dings suggested that 

a particularly important aspect of adolescents'· configuration of possible .selves is· the 

balance between their expected po.ssib]e selves and their feared possible selves. Further:, 

they con,cluded that withoatbalance between tbeir ·expected andfe<U"ed selves in 

important domains, both the initiation and the maintenance of delinquent activity are 

more likely (Oyserman & .Markus, 1990). 

Continuing with this dimension, Harter and Lee ( 19.89) found that adolescents 

were cap.able of distinguishi:ng between their true and their false selves. In this study the 

adole.sce_nts reported being mo.st false, in i:omantic/dati_ng relationships and with 

classmates, whereas they wete least likely to show their .false self with close friends. In 

the current study only one individual reported b~ing in a s~rious romantic relationship. 

She described herself as being hertrue self with her boyfriend "cuz he loves· me and 

thinks I am pretty';. It would seem· that false selves were used to impress .and as 

.experimentatron jn aftemative ways ofbe;in_g. This false self might also be more 
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proJDjn_eot as peer pressur~ mounts and the individual feels· uneasy about whether their 

true self will be accepted and respected. 

The interview questions did not overtly addre£s, relationships. with peers in 

general, yet peer relationships were alluded to in the responses tQ 1:he questions about 

school. They described having to·present themselves as someone different frotn who they 

"r_eafly'' wen~ with d.iJlere:i;tt groups of peers at;1d acqu_a_intat)ces. Fm: ex.ample, when they 

were running wjth the wrong crowd, they described bebavfog• in ways. that were viewed 

a_s cool to the group despite not pe_rsona.lly beli_e.ying -such behavior was. coo]. The 

perception of having to be someone they were not was. paramount in their decisions to 

attend alternative education programs such as kBaby GAP~' (Girl's A1temative Programs 

for Young Mothers) and correspondence .schools rath_er than regular public schools. 
. . 

The sixth dimension of self~awarenes.s is social comparison (Harter, 1997). 

Adolescents, a:s a whole, resist being compared yeJ they will use spcia:l comparison as a 

means to .evaluate themseJves. In a s.ocial context they strive to be, seen as a u.nique 

individual. These· participants, were no different than any other adolescent in this• .respect 

and excJain;ie.d, " i_f they wo\llq on1y try to see the real me;' and "l hate being_ call a 

juvenfle delinquent ... Lam not like those people·"-. 

Self-con~ciousness (Harter~ 1997) Gban1.cterizes the next (7th
) dimension. The 

adolescent. becomes more intro~pective. and. even preoccupied with. what they experfence 

with their· inner thou~ts and emotions. She may seek the companionship of close friends 

who win vaiidate her evolving views of herself One participant described a cl,os~ friend 

as bei:n_g wonderful at listening to her and challenging. her ideas". but always accepting her 
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for hetself. This reinforced the parti~ipanf s narcissism and reduced extraneous stress 

related to oot fitting in. 

Adolescents. also expand their protective resources .and mechanisms in Harter's 

(1997) eighth 4imension Qf self-awareness·. Self-protection allows them to maintain the 

view of themselves as basically positive and .allow onJy trivial (to them) and superficial 

traits to face attack from others (Harter1 1997). The participants i.ti. tliis stu~y sought 

.relationships that were protective of thei r positive self They avoided interaction and 

situations that might place them _in vulnerable _positions such as confrontations with peers 

who would chall~nge them and attack them for not being coQl particularly when cool 

meant acting in a way 'Contrary to their values and beliefs about themselves. Avoidance 

was a tactic frequently us.ed to·avertpeople and situations that presented such threats. 

One partidpantalmost placed herselfunderalcind ·of "house arrest" .. She -stated, "Ifl go 

out I might get caught up with the wrong people. So I stay here, do my ·schooJ work. .and. 

talk on the phqne to my friends.,. 

Harter (1997)"refers to the ninth dimension as "Unconscious',._ Despite a few .hints 

at the concept solidifying in thefr awareness, the notion .of the unconsciQus was for the 

mqst part absent from thel)articipants' response.$! 1o any questions; Harter (1997) 

contends that seLf-onderstanding includes unconscious as well as conscious components. 

Participants preferred to use tangible and conscious examples when dis.cassjng 

intentionality behind their waxs of thinking of or perceiving any situation. When asked a 

question that might have had so.me room for consideritlg unconscious motiv~tion m 

inten1i, the participants were more comfortable with an "I don't .know" response rather 

than contemplating the possibility of an explanation that included something being 
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beyond their i'mmediate ·control. This is actually a consistent finding for tltis age group 

according to Selman ( 1980) who found that such awaren~ss was not likely to surface until 

late adolescence. 

The final tenth dimension of the adolescent's self-understanding is self­

integratton. The premise of this dimension is that adolescents are increasing,ly able to 

de:tect inconsistencies in their own self-descriptions and to therefore form a mor_e holistic 

persp.e.ctive on the self (Harter, 1997}. B.ased on the limited questions asked of these 

participants and the few incongruities that were qoestioned for clarity by pofoting out 

inconsistencies, self--integration had not occ.urred as ye.t with these individual&. FolJow up 

interviews done at some time in the future, for exam·p]e in two years,,might pennit a more 

dec-isive assessment .of this dimension 

ThoaghHarter'·s (1997) dim~iqns grea.dy assist in the exantination of an 

adolescents self-awareness as well as her developing roles in life, -several concepts bare a 

more in-depth e~amfoation. In ilie realm of the personal, ,self~es.teem anp self-conc:ept; 

overall iden'tity, cognitive and moral development., ·stress and. copfog abilities and overall 

worJd v,iew ar:e critical issues requiring• a closer look. 

Sdf-Estee.m and Se1f-Concept 

Self-esteem and self-concept are both evaluative terms. Self-esteem refers to the 

overall feeling of the individual' s self~worth and self-image while self-concept refers to a 

particufar area of one.' s life, such as academic, social, athletic, .etc (Santrock, 2001 ). 

Esteem is usually discussed in the rather vague terms of low, average and high based on a 

c.umulativ.e account of various domains. It is diflkult to qualify due the complexity of all 
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:that it encompasses, nevertheless, the-effects of how one feels about one's. worth can have 

far reaching implications (Brendgen, Vi taro, & Bukowski, 1998). 

Another perspeptive on se)f.,esteei:n and seJf~concept. is Bru:idµra~s (1977) self­

efficacy which stems from the individual's belief that she will succeed or fail at any given 

task or situation. Research in this area has identified a few correlations that wer~ relevant 

to tbis study s participants and the responses they provided to some questions. 

First, the issue of physical appearance was clearly and persistently pr.esent in each 

parti'cipanf s consciousness.. Correlation:s· have been reported between physical 

appearance and global self-esteem and with peer social acceptance (Harter, 1989~ 

Rosenber:g, Schooler, & Schoenbach, 1_989). Those who arejudg~d by others as good 

looking tend to )lave higher self-esteem and greater pe.ersocial acceptance. Further, there 

has also been demonstrated to be a correlation between Iow self-.esteem and a greater 

tendency to act ou~ or engage in delinquent behaviors (Brendgen et al. 1 1998·, Harter & 

Marold, 1992: Ros_enberg et al., 1989). Permeating effects of low self-esteem over time 

are likely to have a highly detrimental- impact on self-concept .in various· domains~ which 

in. turn could send s~lf-esteem into a further downward spiral. 

These participants in the current ·study actoally· commonicated decent levels of 

self-esteem. There seemed an underlying confidence that they, as a person, would be all 

right in the world and have something (though they could not articulate anything specific) 

to offer. Their limited responses pertaining to· futw-e outlooldncJµded phrases such as, " 

don't know but I willfmd a way (to go to University)". It wo.uld seem likely that these 

individuals have somehow received a boost in th~ir self-esteem, perhaps in part due to the 

support and caring they received during the height of their acting out behavior. Since self-
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esteem .i's .oft.en increased after the individual successfuJJy cope,s with a probiem (L~arus, 

l 991) it is possible that the critical incident of their charge· a.nd subsequen.t conviction 

wa~ beneficial to how they now view themselves. 

Identity 

The participants in this study appear to bave undergone a: transition.i in ke.eping 

with Erikso11's (1968) theory of1dentity development, in that the incident which brought 

them to t_h~ attention of authorities catapulted. them. into facing so.r;ne fundamental 

questions. about their identities. Each adolescent put herself in a position of having to 

come up with ~om~ farrly philosophical .notions ~bout who she wants to be, how she will 

think :of bersel f, what makes her who she: ts, and certainly about where sbe is headed in 

life. Identity versus identity confusion mar.ks the. conflict of' Eriksdn's: fifth developmental 

stage (Erickson_. 1968). The fast pace ofbuddi~g social lives; coupled with the increasing 

expectation of ass.um iog greater ·amounts of self-responsibility, and in some cases 

responsibility for others is a significant load on the individual at this stage. Existing roles 

and expectations change and a few ·new. ·ones are thrust into the mix, ineluding those 

pertaining to employment as wdl as· the sexual/romantic domain. 

Acc.ording to Erikson"s ()968) theory there maybe.a gap that exists between the 

safety of childhood and. the autonomy of adulthood which leaves :room for the adolescent 

to play as they explore facets of their e.m~rging identity. The adoles:cent who experiences 

multiple stresses. m~y be afforded. less time· and expanse in, the -roles:, behaviors and 

perspectives• she can explore .. . Sodoec.ononiic faetors and itnposed roles and 

responsibilities may dampen the opportunities available to adolescents at risk increasin~ 
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tbe ,s_truggles involved in finding their own way of life_ Some participants were required 

to assume roles that may have been beyond their cognitiv~ and ~otionaJ maturity. This 

tainted their view of t;be-roles and led them to rebel in other areas, possibly as a means of 

venting. Yet these individuals man-aged to find a way t.o define their purpose and their 

values and beliefs such that it allowed them to continue along more nonnative. 

developmental pathways despite the pit stop in juvenile oourt .. 

From the sense of conviction evidenced in the responses, it was apparent that eaeh 

partkipant had more or less adapted to her situation and had made decisions about the 

direction that she wished to pursue. Granted it is not clear from the interview responses 

HOW each accomplished this feat. Marcia~s '(l987) view of the four statuse.s of identity 

offers :a. partial explanation when considered with the interview responses. 

The four statuses according to Marcia ( 1987) are identity diffusion, identity 

f oredosure, identity moratorium, and identity achievement. These statuses are bc1Sed on 

the magnitude of an adolescent's crisis and commitinent. Crisis being a period of identity 

development in wbich tbe adolescent is choosing between meaningful alternatives 

(Mareia, 1987). Commitment refers to the demonstration of personal investment in so,me 

action on the part ofthe adoles~ent (Marcia, 1987). Identity diffusion js the status of not 

having .experienqed a. en sis that precjpitates making a commitment, or not having made a 

commitment even in the absence of a crisis. It is likely that more than one of the 

participants in this study was identity diffused before her trouble with the law began. 

Identity forec.Iosure is the state of the 'iildividual having committed hersel f withouJ 

a crisis occurring. It is possible that one OJ more of these participants could have been in 

foreclosure. However, it is m.ost likely that each ex perienced some degree of moratorium, 
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which Marcia (J 987) defines- as the state adolescents are in during a 0risjs when 

c.ommitments are either absent or vaguely conceptualized. No doubt the incident ofarrest 

and conviction precipitated a crisis in her evaluation of where she &aw ~rs.elf and who 

she wanted to be as well as where -she wanted to ~o in the wotld. 

Marcia ( 1987) describes identity achievement as the state of the _adole~c;ent ·havin,g 

experienced crisis and s:ubsequently made a commitment. :Following completion of the. 

interview there wa~ a :sense -~t each was som~where on a path to identity achievement~ 

even ff it was only in ternts of where the individual did NOT want to go, or having a 

sense of who she did NOT want to ire. 

It is prudent to include some consideration regarding the relationship. of gender to 

identity formation, The gender diffetenc.es that Eriks.on originally asserted.seem to have 

beco.me less prmwunced over the past three dtcaqe-s (M~di"son & Fost~r-Clark, 1996). 

The shift in opportunities available to females may increase the domains in which they 

must master identity conflicts in order to achieve integration. Intetestin~ly; resJ?OnSes to 

any gend~r-relatedquesti.ons fajled to reve.al any sentj_ments-about howthe parti.cipu,.ts in 

this study viewed gender issues, other than as a non-issue. 

There is s:ubst~tial controvet;Sy when-it comes to gend~r and identity 

development -and the order of Erikson's stages. The crux of the debate centers on the 

~ender differences that sug.gest that .boys need to develop their identity prior to the 

development of intimacy. -convers~iy, females may need to. develop iut;imacy before the . . . . . 

stage is set for successful identity development. Much of the work that forms the oasis of 

Erikson's theory was deriv~d and t~sted on males (Gilligan, 1.990). Recent works that 

focused on female subjects :cast.sotne, doubt as to the linear nature -of the stage 
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progression (Santrock. 2001 ). A third possibility is that tbe:se-two stages are far more co­

existent in female dev_elopment than current research can identify. For the partrcipants of 

.this study, it see.med that concurrent development was more likely than linear, 

Participants desGribed_ concurrent the.mes such developing levels of caring about others 

and becoming less selfish in rheir views as being necessary to tb~ir solidifying ideas 

about who tbey were as a perso11. The interconnectedness and vacillations between tbe 

two concepts supports the notion that fluctuation between these two of Erickson's stages 

was the reaJity for these adolescents 

Erikson ( 1968-) describes intimacy as finding -oneself, yet losing oneself in 

another. ln his view, a failure to do this would result in a young adult left with a sense of 

isolation. Success at this stage is characterized by engagement.in healthy frie.rrdshi:ps and 

romantic relationships, Conversely, inoividuals who find them.selves in persistently 

negative friendships or withdraw from social ~loseness and avoid rQmantic encounters 

may develop detrimental pex:sonal1ty traits and worldviews. Thus, peer influences on 

ideals and behaviors may play a significant_ role as the adolescent solidifies her 

re,lationshi ps. 

Participants of tfos study articulated this concept with ease and most often 

expressed it in terms of being able to make friends with the wrong people. They 

expressed some frustrati.on at how difficult it was to find friends who matched the1r 

ideals. Instead? they fre-quently seemed to choose paths of self-isolation from groups., or 

deciding to only have one or two friends at a time. 

Atthe time of these interviews~ only one participant was engaged fo a_ serious 

romantic relationship. Other particjpants reported having had romantic relationships yet 
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they were not currentJy involved. lhterestingly, this finding is consistent with research 

conducte.d by Feiring (1996) who found that in the 15-ye-ar-old partidpants most had had 

a boyfoend or girlfriend in the past 3 years_, yet were not current1y dating. Further, many 

had short term relationships lasting an average of 4 months, but-less than iO¾ had 

rel_ationships-1asting a year or longer. Short intense relationships ·seetned to be nonnative 

in this. group. 

A pertinent aspect of the intimacy - isolation conflicr relates to the loneliness­

component of isolation. Weiss (1973)differentiated loneliness into two general 

categories: emotional and social. Emotional loneliness was said to ari.s~ .from the 

individual lackfog intimate relationships whereas social loneliness refle.cts a more general 

sense of not heing involved. Nearly all the participants in this study· described fee.lings of 

isolation consistent with social loneliness. 

The adolescents see111ed to know that tben~ were people who ca(ed for them, 

however, there was a prevailing sense of disconnection and isoJation from the world 

around them. Further. they described this as something which was confusing and which 

evoked some anxiety for them as they questioned their place in society. This perspective 

cm loneliness also provides some insight into why indivi_duals such.as these participants 

sought distraction from their plight by looking to bang with an anti-social crowd -and also 

to engage in _behaviors such as partying and drinking (Buchholz & Catton, 1999; Haines~ 

Scalise~ & Ginter, l 994 ). 
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Though none of the interview questions were specifically included to provide 

clues to the participant's cognitive abilities, each adolescent was ,able to grasp the iment 

of each question and answer in a coherent manner. While some questions seemed to elicit 

rather concrete answers, on the whole, the level of abstract thougpt and .Philosopfocal 

perspective was refreshing, though not especially sophistic.ated. Based on the presentation 

of the participants, it would be a fair assessment of their cognitive abilities to say that 

each had successfully moved from Piaget's (1952}c.oncrete operation phase into fonnal 

ope.rations. 

Cognitive monitoring, d.ecision making and critical thinking may act as mediators 

between what goes on within the adolescent and how it transforms into behavior 

(Santrock, 2001 ). Cognitive monitoring is the process of self-assessment consis_ting of 

what one. is currently doing, what would be done next, and how effectively mental 

-activity is unfolding. 

As·the adolescent mfl.tures across the many developmental domains she is faced 

with ever increasing opportunities for-decision making. As she gains experience she 

becomes jncreasingly better able to make more complicated decisions ·and in fact better 

decisions in general than she u.sed to. Adolescents m~st reeoncile idealism with reality in 

order to make competent decisio11s in .everyday life. 

Crjtical thinking involves grasping the .deeper meaning of problems/issues, 

contemplating alternative approaches and perspectives" and then deciding .on one's .own 

per.speotive and/or behavior (Santrock, 2:00.1 ). In each of these three ~c6vities the 

adolescent may have had influence both from her own past experiences as well as from: 



64 

the iastruction a_nd obs.ervation of others. Despite the possibility that the adole-scents·' life 

experiences may have jnterfered with theirfonna] education and/or the observation of 

appropriate role models, the participants ln this study demons.trate.d competence in critical 

thinking. These ado le.scents see.m somehow to ·have been able to assess, examine and 

make decisions about t.heir circumstanc~s and their behavior, 

Again, the interview questions in this ·study were not designed to assess a 

participant' s level of inte11igence. However, based on the interactions and e*planations 

reqwred fo order to deteJTI1ine whether participant would understand the concepts of 

·consent and the intent and meaning of the questions being asked, it is the researcher's 

opinion that all the partfoipants were wjtbin the boundaries of nQrmal intelligence. 

Moral development 

Carol Gilligan's groundbreaking authorship in the early I 990;s provides much 

insight into bow ado Jes.cent females develop moral grounding. The premise of her 

assertiqns stems from the geoder differences within this developm~ntal domain. Gilligan 

( 1.990). states that a male' s, morality i_s bas.ed on justice~ utilizing the formal logic of 

fairness~ whereas a females is based on care, which utilizes the psychological logic of 

re1atic;mships. Despite fairly heavy critici_sm._s of her methodology and concerns rega,rding 

validity, most arising from q_uantitatiye perspectives, the information obtained in this 

study seems to corrobora_t~ her assertions. 

Gilligan' s theory includes three transitional stages: selfishness - responsibility, 

good.tress - truth? and finally, care. In the first transitional .stage. the female views, iss·ues 

and dilemmas from a seJfi_sh perspective. Primary c.oncems. of survival and protection are 
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e-vident in how she ratjonahzes her d.edsion making and behavior. As sh~ moves to the 

end of the ~ansition she is more able to take into consideration the thoughts, feelings and. 

desires of others, but ·it make take on tbe appearance-oi self-sacrifice. Many of the 

parti.cipants described suoh a shift in their respons.es d.uring thejntervfow, mostly when 

'referring to their relationships with their motheis and when discussing the changes that 

had occurred over th.e past year or so. 

The .second transiti0nal st.age occurs as the individual ':s c.ooc~em moves from one 

of goodness to one of truth (Gilligan, 1990). Anhe beginning of this. s.tage the individual 

cons.iders issues from the perspective of what is right, where what is right is good. 

Toward the end of this transition the individual will approach issues with moral 

.implications by focusing on that which ·is truthful and honest to them. For example, she 

weighs what is good and right with what i:s true to herself and to others. The adolescents. 

in this study all grappled with these e.onc.epts, with the exception of one. who still 

approached is·sues from the .first position of selfishness. It is important to note that .a 

positive self-concept is tightly related to making successful tra~itfons-. Only. when olle 

has attained certain levels of self worth will the psychological stage be set to permit 

moving through the next level. 

The third transition concludes as-the individual arrives at a pla.ce where she can 

balance r.eality and idealism when considering moral issues involving both herse.lf and 

others (Gilligru\ 1990.). At the tin:ie ofth~se intervie~s, participants responses indicated 

that th~y were well on their way to a seemingly "nonnal'' path in moral dev.elopme.nt 

They ~xpressed regret at having m(lde selfish decisions and were now able to reflect upo.n 

their own behavior at a higher moral level. 
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As with otber dqmains., crisis can lead to growth.when it presents an opportunity 

to confront impediments to fuither deve1oprnen.t. A participant ,n .GUligan's (1990) 

inquiry as setts that "crisis reveals· character?; (p. 126:). Gilligan adds, ·"that cri'sis also 

create.s character is tbe essence of a de.velopmental approach~' (p. 126 ). lt .is plausible that 

for tbeseadofescents, getting caught thrust them into c:r1sis and forced them to evaluate 

tbeir situation and their ideals and make d~cisions abqut how th~y wished to s~e 

themselves -as individuals-as weU as how they-wished to conduit themselves in the future, 

Within this domain there exists one more oonc·ept which desetves mention as it 

may provide some insight into the perspe_cti-ve of the one participant who ·did not seem to 

have gotten beyond the "selfish" stage. Moral nihilism i's the perspective of "who cares". 

When thfa panicvlar particjpant w~s a;sked. to expaJ1d on~ mµnber ·Qf b~r r~ponses she­

repeated "who .cares" or ''why should I care?". Th:is perspective appeared to 'Serve-a 

protective, function, which implied that her self-concept, self-este:e.m and perhaps her 

leve"I of cognitive functioning was not yet sufficient to move her along to _the ne~t 

transitional stage of taking responsibility. 

Stress/Coping 

Superimposed on the develo_J)inen.tal c.onstruots are the stressors· of daily living 

and .m<J.jor Lif~ events. ·Stres_s impose:s <J. tbre~tto s1;1cc;essfoJ dev~lopm~nt and taxe~ the 

individuats. coping abil'ities{D'lmperio et al. , 2000~ Lohman &Jarvi-s, 2000). At. risk 

adolescents may experience mpre than their sh~r.e of stressors, yet ironically, may adapt 

more readily and more effectively than those, adolescents Wh0 are not at risk (Lohman & 

Jarvis, 2000; Rutter, 1983). 
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How the individual perceives the stress will influence .how theycope,(Lohman & 

Jarvis, 2000). Phelps and Jarvis ( 19-94) identified four coping factors in the:ir research on 

the c.o_ping strategie_s of adolescents. The four factors: were labeled: a_ctive coping, 

avoidam coping, emotiol1-focused coping and acceptan:oe. Avoidance .strategies are 

cognitive and phy~ical ways of denying or reduc·ing the sttessor to a more m~n~geable 

size. Tb.e individual will actively withdraw from or move to avoid the stres.sor. 

Given the narrow focus. ofthe interview que:stions, it js difficult-to make many. 

inferences relating to the stress and copin_g styles of the participants in this: study. 

However two particular factors diii emerge from their responses. Participants' responses 

seemed to inpjcate a current. tendency towards emotion focused coping following fbe 

failure ofayoidant coping -strategies which were further characterized by escape through 

the use of drugs and/or alco·hol. The majority of participants described having inittal1y 

used ayojdance strategies rather than active or ac~eptanc.e strategies in dealing with 

stress. Since the adolescents began tumirrg their develQpmental trajectories around, they 

describe responding most often to stress in an emotional manner. R~tiQnalizing theit 

experience, and describing their relationships in emotional terms using phrases such as 

"well I don' t think he· means. to hurt me", 

Ultimately, pa_rfjcipants sought slipport and reassurance in their relationships with 

mot.hers and close friends. Just as it is important to understand how the effect .of a sttessor 

may be modified by the perception the individual has to that stressor, SQ to, it is important 

to cons.ider the indivjdual's perc·eption of her .own competence in dealing with the stressor 

and lier p.erc.eived resources for efi'ectively dealing with that stressor. 
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Worldview 

EaGh of th~ parti~ipants jn this $tudy GQnveyed, through her response~ ~nd 1hro~gh 

her perspectives,. that she woul.d succee,d in this life despite whatever GhalJe~ges: the· 

world might throw at her. Though each participant spoke of hardship and ofnega'tive 

situations, each also .seemed to· b'e able to put a positive spin on the situation, event, 

thought o:r emotion. Although this study did not endeavono assess the area, it woold 

s..eem th.at suc.h a worldvfew is tied to the 111.dividuars· innate pe(sonality traitt~. 

An area touched upon in this study whic:h relates to wotldview is faith. Lack of 

r~figiou$.connection ha$ been identif_'ied asa risk fa_ctor in the literature on vulnerability 

(Resnick, et al, 1997: R.okach_, & NetQ, 2000). Although formafized r:eligfon. was not a 

rriajor influence, according to the particjpants' responses to q_uestians about religion, there 

still was an impression of faith. The participants .conveyed that t11ey had beliefs about the 

wotld as an "okay-place'' and themselves as predominantly "good' '_ As s·uch they 

espoused the b~lie.fthat they avoided bad thing$ bapp~ping to th~m by follq.wing the 

doctrine-of gm)dness. 

P~rent_al 

Parenting Style 

Research tells us that authoritative· parenting techniques offer the be_st 

oppor:tunitits for children to develop into well~adjusted adults (Baldwin et aL , 19.93; 

Baumrind, .19.91 ; Durbin~ Darling,. Steinber,g1 & Brown, 1993). Authoritari~ ano 
p~nnis~ive styles, which c=an in tum be either neglectful or indulgent, undermine 

developmental pathways with psychological impediments. Permissive parenting styles 



69 

are most often note.d as promoting identity confusion in the adolescent (Archer & 

Waterman, 1994 ). Further, identity formation 1s ~nhanced when the family promotes 

individuahty and encowage.s thinking and .expressing, one's· thouglits/emotions within 

connected relationships that are ope.rt-minde4 sensjtive and mutual (Hauser, 1999). 

Withi r1 the realm of p~renting styles, it is the type of power a parent wields which. seems· 

to a.(fect tbe adolescent's adjustment. 

In adrution to the style of parenting,, the m~ans that .a parent us.es to exert control 

will also play a role and have effects. on the developing adole~cent. The parent who uses 

psychological manipulation and guilt is mostli.k~ly to impede the adoleseenfs chances <1f 

making successful adju.stments. However, parents who remain -aware of their adolescent's 

-~Gtivities, attempt to control deviance and are not especially harsh in the way they deal 

with their adolescent, promote better adjustment in :tb€ir offspring (Harter, 1990). 

The mothers of the participants in this study seemed to change the .dominant style 

in wbich they parented after the adolescent came into .contact with the Jaw: The mothers 

s-hifted from e.itber permissive neglect Qr authoritarian closer to the authoritative style. 

They began. parentfng in a style-which could best be· described as authoritative A Ghange 

was also noted in the actual amount of time th.at the .mother spent in Jhe presence of the 

adolescent. Prior to the events Qf thI~ charge and conviction,. participants described being 

alone a ·great deal but with mother attempting to dictate the adoleseent's "every move" . 

The mothers• were not always there emotionally as they were involved in thier own fife 

events and/or somehow conveyed to their child that she was imposing on the mother' s 

tim~. The adoleso.e.rtts reported that now thefr mothers check in with thein more. This 
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leaves the adolescent with the impres~ion that her perspective is being considered _and 

ihat decision maki.ng is more of a collaboration. 

Another potential -shi.ft that may have occurred between fhe mothers and their 

daughters rel.ates to the work of Hauser and Boulds ( 1990). The changes described seem 

to match what these authors• categorize as a shift from the mothers. constraining tb.eir 

daughters to more ·enab] ing approaches. This includes encouraging the adolescent to find 

differ~nt frie-ndships and activities, and actively supporting any changes she has made. 

With this in mind, the shift i.n parenting style was also a shift from constraint to ·support. 

The mother, who used to impose her decisions, now encourages her daughter to find 

other ways to meet her needs, and discuss.es and supports her !J~JJ.ghter'·s cbQice of action. 

Ironically, the fat.hers, despite their general absence, engaged in more supportive­

behavior than did mothers:. This did no_t change with the onset of fegal involvement: As 

interaction was limited to short, sporadic bursts. the nature of these relationships was one 

of the father telling his daughter that he would or might prov:ide a little bit of ass'istanee 

(mos.t times financial) but that she needed to do the·rest on her own. As well, he needed 

or wanted her to succeed for whatever reasons (including "to stop bugging him") 

-therefore she was often told? "you can handle this well enough on your oMJ .and what you 

decide will b.e ok". 

Some of the aj;)olescent participants in this inquiry alluded to three of the four of 

Way and Gillman '-s (2000) resu]tant .themes. First, participants expressed regret for not 

being able to' "do more" with thefrfathers. Second, most of the parti.cipants SPQke in 

words that suggested they were «protecting" their fathers in some way ... most often from 

the adolescents' mothers. This finding was sJightJy dHierent than the-wa:y"it was reported 
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by Way and Gillman (2000), in that it was present ~.Gross the panel ofinfonnants rather 

tban only eXJ)ressed in those adoles·cents who were ln two p·arent famiUes that had poor 

marital reJ'ationships. Third, some participants in this study did describe a sense of 

longing for sbai:erj activities. yet it seemed that they had reconciled such as activities as 

unlikely to occur and refrained from perserverating on the matter, indicating that their 

fathers were no.t interested in such c:onta~t. Fjna:lly, despite some descriptions of 

protective fathers, the participants .did no;f indicate, as in the Way and Gillman (2000) 

study, that they viewed their fathers as over-protec:tive. 

Autbnom y and Attaclitnent 

The predomina.ot parenting style Pl"1Y plc;ty a role in the family dynamics that 

influence the, adolesc.ent' s-progression toward attaining-autonomy (Par:detk & }?(ll'deck, 

i 990). Autonomy is.sometimes thought of as a three-stage event which begins with the 

.child relinquishing control and needs satisfaction to the parent(s). The child then works to 

break away and become independent frotn parents and finally replaces the parental 

rel_atioushi]> with other relationships such as those with peers, romantic partners-and ;so 

forth .( Santrock, 1990). 

Jt may be that the interview questions were not such that responses. related to 

autonomy were inv_ited·. In fact, some partici_pants described having more freedom ~nd 

beingmore in control ofwhatlhey were doing before their .legal involvement began 

Responses were however, more easily attributable to tbe concept of attachm_ent. 

Participants ,spoke fre·quently about fe~ling better .about their ·relationships with 

their mothers and used phrases like, ''-she Wilt always· be th.ere for me" and '' 1 wi~h 1 had 

II 

• 
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-trusted her more before cuz she. was always there" . Similar phrases were used for the 

participants who had relations.hips with their fathers. The substance of their statements 

seemed to relate to their understanding that basic trust, care.and safety with thei'r parents 

was never .gone. Perhaps the incident of the adolescent getting into trouble served as a 

re.minde.r thatthose basic parent/child bonds remained secure. For the participants who 

bad .rio contact with one or the other parent, it is less clear how-they perceived their 

attachments. Toe choice: ·of words used to -describe relationships with parental figures 

se.eined to suggest that the attachment was either insecure or absent all together, for 

exat:Dple, "T doubt she ever cared very ·much about me, she was more interested in what 

my dad could get her." 

Theorists have propo,sed that secure attachments provide a solid base upon which 

the foundations of development occur and may act as a buffei: aga,inst turbu'lence along 

the way. A secure attachment to one's parents seems to translate into a secure attachment 

to peers, romantic partners and so on (Rutter, 1995). Further, current research regarding 

the dur.atjon of the importance of attachment now suggests that it remains an important 

factor throughout adolescence (Laible, et al., 2000), The literature fails to address how 

the individual with insecure parental attachment. manages to overcome this handicap and 

go on to achieve successful attachment to others. Interestingly,, many participants 

described feeling close to their mothers (more so than i'n the past) and perceived her as. 

always being there to listen, when jn fact clarifying questions revealed that the two 

actually spent very little time together, It would seem that the adolescents' perceptions of 

attachment were sufficient in .this instance. 

I 
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The adolesqents.,. descriptions did not support the notion of conflict as an. ever­

present strain between adoJescents an9 their parents. Though the interview responses did 

highlight the themes of autonomy and attachment, in that the adolescents described 

dissension related to their increased drive towards independence at the same time they 

talked about Valuing the connection, especiaJly with their mothers. 

Reciprocal Socialization 

The adolescent does not mature .in isolation. In fact while the adolescent is 

undergoing her own maturational process so too are· her parents. As the parent attempts to 

guide the adolescent to the parent's world of adulthood,. the adolescent works to ,sensitize 

and .social_ize her parent to the world as she experiences it. (Santrock~ 200 I} 

Along with the a,dolescent'.s c.ognitive and emotional maturatio.n comes the rapid 

change of pub.erty. Her expanded logical reasoning meal1s she may challenge .her parent's 

rationale for behavioral consequences or decision-making perspectives. Increased 

aw<lreness of the idealistic provokes thought on what constitutes the perfect parent and 

thusjlluminates the discrepancies between the actual and the ideal. This.inevitably 1eads 

to the adolescent suffering. disappointments from failed expectations. The many changes 

in schooling (i;e. g_eographical location, more specialized teachers, bigger class sizes, 

more emphasis on selflearning), friendships (i .e. people relocating due.to changes in Iife 

situations, personalities clashing, changing interests), and romantic interests influence 

stability_. The parents may suddenly find that mutually agreed upon e~pectation.s abruptly 

change as the ~dolescerit improves her cognitive functioning, again, leading her to 

question the parent's decisions. and expectations. Such questioning of parental authority 
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might cause a parent to view this questioning as resistant and oppositional and potentially 

place the parent in a defensive position. Tfos in tum may raise the stakes such that the 

pru-eot increases pressures to comply. AU this forces some adaptation .on the part of the 

parent in order to maintain reasonable relationshjp. 

In tum the adult may have any number of bis/ her ow.n maturational tasks to· cope 

with. Some of which may include: evaluating marital satisfaction,_ career reevaluation, 

finances, and physical changes and repercussio.ns. The adolescent oft~n works to orie·nt 

the parent to current issues 6f the times, particularly in the social realm. The two may 

meet freqtrently in iritense emotionally charged interactmns which stem from differing 

orientations and expec_tations. 

Participants described numerous situations which ill.ustrated reoiproc~l 

socialization. Some described having to deal w-frh their mother's health problems, 

addictions, and their parents' marriages ending. Many participants .became confidants to 

their• mothers. listening to the mother'·s experiences of financial sJrains, as well as 

emotional distresses, Jt is possible that these situations precipitated a blurring of parent-­

child boundaries -and cultured an environment wronglit with power strug~les whieh left 

the adolescent seeking refuge in peer relationships; 

R.ob~rt Kegan (1994) addressed so.me of these issues in his book, In Over Our 

Heads. The adult brings. to the interaction certain expectations for the apolescent The:se 

ex,pectations are derived from where the ad:ult is 'in his/her life given his/her experience 

and beliefs. The essence of what th.ey" communicate to the adolescent is that they expect 

the adolescent to consider life,. ~vents, shuations and behaviors from their perspective, 
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seemingly unaware that the .adolescent has a different view of how" things should be, due 

in part to her ongoing developmental stages. 

ln White's mode.I of relationship maturity (Whit~ Speisman, Costos, & Smith, 

J 98Y), indivjduals progress: through three Jev.els to attain indi_viduated-co.nnected 

relationships. The first two e_goc~ntric levels see the lnctividual move from concern 

_primarily with wbo can affect them and in what way. The individual is thought to move 

through these levels to final1y see others as separate and unique. Self-understanding as 

well as· being .able to cons:ider the needs and perspectives of others characterizes 

individuated-connected retationships .. This indivjduaJ i's then able to offer support to 

others as well as addressing his/ her own interests. 

Most of the participants in the curtent study wouJd likely fall into the intermediate 

level of relationship maturity, tho.ugh one .had cleqr)y attained the highest level and yet 

another rema:i ned in .a more childlike egocentric phase. In. the descriptions of their 

relatiQnships it would -seem that the level of their maturity would often fluctuate 

depending on the aspect and type of relationship being assessed against this broad 

criteria. 

Exposure and J ncideoce of Violence and Substance/ Alcohol Abuse 

The participants in this study spoke of exposur:e to family violence in a historical 

context. In cases where parental substanGe or ·alcohol abase was present it too was spoken 

of as being a historical occurrence. It seemed that, through whatever method, the parents 

(primarily the mothers) had dealt with their addictions. and/or abuse and had removed this 

influence from the home at least for the time being, Some accomplished thi-s by leaving 
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an abusive partner, so1ue by managing to arrest their addiction such that they were not 

dependent upon drugs or alcohol in the time period since the adolescent had gotten into 

1Toub1e. 

The adoJescents did speak of these changes as welcome, .and may have found 

them supportive in their efforts to ~hange. as welt Some bad comments .suc.h as, "well 

since she (mum) has been clean -she has·been here. inore and she is way easier to talkto". 

Dealing with the problem of family violenqe seemed to have instilled the notion in 

the .adolescents of being able to take control and of not hav.ing to be involved in such a 

situation the.rnseJves. For those-who had this in their lives, they see_med to have made note 

of how it happened. in the. first place and made statements l ike " I will never allowed that 

to happen to me". 

Tb:e Imaginary Parent 

One of the most striking themes that appeared during the thematic analysis was 

the emergence of an imaginary parent, more specifically an imaginary father. None of the 

~d.oJescents without mothers alluded to an imaginary mother. Most of these adolescents 

had lived without a father figure for some time, some never realJy having a father figure 

in their lives at all. 

As part of the interview process, all the questions were initially read aloud just so 

the participants couJd see what kinds of questions w~re going to be asked. Some of the 

adolescents offered responses to fhe questions relating to fathers quite spontaneously 

eve_n when they bad never known a father figure. Two of these participants described 

having a father, ·saying thi_ngs like «1 talk to in my head whenever I need him" . These 
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adolescen.ts .made statenrents such as " if my dad were here .. . '" and ' ' som~time:s I ima.gine 

that my father' would_ .. ( ... be like., . ) ( . . -. or do such ~d such)' and" :I think I am like ,he 

would have been ... " or' my mum says I do (something) just Uke he-used to;'. One. 

participant a:ctuaUy .described «him" as '' well, kind of like an imaginary playmate I had 

when I was little, exoept it is-my dad.~' 

The imagi_nary parent 1s not one that is oft spoken Qf in .the literature and therefore 

unraveling it here takes a bit of guesswork. Orie possible explanation would be offered by 

Bando.ra ~ (1965., l977) dtsc.uss_ions regarding vicarious role mode.Ls. The in~ivi~_ual 

attaches the attributes. she has obtained from various s·ources such as the media, literature? 

·exposure to her friend's fathers, uncle~. and so forth to create the father she both wants 

~nd needs to see her thrnugh. Thus the '"imaginary father" ~i:nbodies many of the 

characteristics of a supportive, authoritative, enabling father· who she can lo.ok to· for 

~motional support and ~ven resc.uing. She identifi.e,s with him at times, while at others 

blam:es him for her situation? behavior ,and perspective. The imaginary father is also able 

to offer her solutions that she cannot for one reason or another articulate as befog hers. 

A study ·con.ducted by Seiffge~K.t:eIJ.k~ (1997}in~luded the examinatipn·of24J 

adolescents' diaries to detennine the existence·, and possible-role of imaginary 

companions. Content analysis re.v~~led that imagin$l.ry ~om:panion$ provided support to 

the a.do·lescent .during the process of identity development The relative influence of self­

conc~pt,. creativity, role-taking .ability, coping behavior, and egocentrism was further 

e~plored. Results showed that the imaginary c.ompanion was not-a (esult. of egocentrism, 

and was not us.ed as a sobs.titute for actual famiJy or peet r.elations. Socially com.petent 

and creative adolescents with good coping abilities were particularly prone to create these 
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' 'special friends" (.Sieffge-krenk, 1997). Thm;igb SidI:ge~Krenk 's use of ' "special friends~· 

appears to exclude arty inference to "special fomi1y member", it would be reasQnable to 

attribute thes.e findings, to the adolescents in the current study in terins of the purpose and 

funct_ion of creating tbefr imaginary fathers. Purther exploration in this area would no 

doubt be warranted. 

It did seem -tbat for these a:dolescel)ts the .creatio,n a.n.d e~.istence of this imaginary 

father was protective. Further, th.e adole.sc-ents who <lescribed this phenomenon did not 

take it out of a realistic perspe~tive. Though it w~ arguably as fantasy, the effects were 

-very real and it did not in any way suggest that the participants were delusional or 

psychotic. 

·Miscellaneous 

A pattern in responses eme~ged which warrants mention yet which.. do.es not seem 

to relate to the themes discussed thus far. Firs.t,, the descriptors use.d by the participants 

did not ·include " love'' .. 'though inany of the descriptors used would exempl 1fy how one 

m]gbt cpmm1,lilicate lpve and caring. At times, there were pauses in the resp0n_s:es where 

the wo,rd "love" or "loving'' might have been on the tip of the participant's tongue and 

she may have contemplated using· th~ wqrd but _for .some reason there was hesitation ~nd 

sbe chose other descriptors. This would certainJ): he an interesting avenue to explore in 

further rese.arch .. 
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Societal 

Socioeconomic Conditions and Population Density 

Most of the participants.lived in lower. sodo.economic conditions and tended to be 

in areas of higher population density. 1n one respect they enjoyed this as it meant their 

friends were always near. Yet the financial strains were a source .of stress for them as they 

were mijturing and tl;ley expressed guilt related to being a financial burden. 

Peer Relations. 

Adolesc~nts in this Study, mostly described long-standing friendships of more 

than a year and most over'thteeyears. Thus the close friendships described were 

supportive £!1).d understanding 

It wo.uld seem though that it was the more casual reJationshi_ps that were related to 

how the .adolescent got into trouble witb tb.e la.w, A significant-change occurred after the 

adolescen_t was ch_arged and convicted. The superficial interest her peer group may have 

had in her waned and she was left 10 faoe the reality of her actions. with only her c los.est 

supporters nearby. From tllis, these adQlescents described such cas_ual and potentially 

harmful peer relations.hips as "not being worth it'' and many commented "I learned who 

my friends rea:Uy are''. 

The friendships described by these adolescents did not seem to fall into the -area 

related to the transfer of attachme..ht from the parents to others as w:as discussed 

previously under the Parental bearung. These friendships seemed to remain as separate 

• 
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entities, co-exi•sting with the parental b.ond and therefore possibly representative of a 

transitional s.tage. 

Unlike the.adolescents in Smokowski et ai•s 1999 ,study, participants did not 

identity as valuable the lessons learned by observing the consequences of others' actions. 

Perhaps it was- too close to the event etc. for the participants to recognize such vicarious 

lessons. 

Role Models 

When the participants in this study described persons othertban peers and parents 

who had influenced them in their post-delinquency, phase., most .ofthe·se "Other 

Relationships" fit into· the category· of role models. These. role models we.re both directly 

and some indirectly ,helpful as they offoned alternatwe per_spectives and "ways of being'? 

that the adolescent'hadn't previou_sJy considered. The adolescents sought fnteraction with 

these '~Others" because they admired particular attributes of the individuals. 

Fdt some, these people provided a more obJectiv:e view which the adolescent 

found suppottive or whith, at times~ challeng~d how they viewed and .interpreted events, 

behaviors and situations. In some cases, the simple fact that spmeone outsid.e the closer 

circle of fri~nds and family might ac.tually, genuinely care about the participant was. a 

major shock. Nonethele.ss, the caring attention, or listening ear,, was very wekome. Th~ 

lack of emotional ties with these role models may have made the relationships "'safer" for 

the adolescents, permitting them to be ·~more hpnesf' as they explored their thoughts 

feelings and e·motions related to various topics. 
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Teachers, social workers, probation officers, and lawyers appeare.d most 

frequently in the ''Other ReJatronsbips" category. Participants identified the "Others"' 

infonnational and motivational support as most helpful. 

Connectedness to School 

Among the, factors that put adofoscents. at risk is the lack of connection to school 

(Pretty, Andrews, & Collett, 1994~ Resnick etal., ·1997). An interestingdiv~ion of 

tbp.J.Jght was ex.pressed in the adolescents' responses. The participants cleady 

.differentiated «school" from education. They identified school as having some 

importance~ yet it was mostly for -its function as the social hub. Many of the ad0les-cents 

had left formal schooling around th~· time that they started to engage in delinquent 

behavior, yet now returned having identified education as being necessary. They did not 

however, nec.essarily, return to the formal school setting; but rather to alternative 

programs ot to correspondence schools. 

None of the adolescents express.ed feeling any "attachment'-' to their s·chools. They 

did not have any s.ense of s.chooJ pride, th~y did not speak about liking their sohool, nor 

did they" express any p~icipatfon or desire to participate in ·school functions or activities.. 

1n fa~t, they saw schools as oppressive and discriminating against them. This confucte.d 

~rspective··on schooling :may simply be representative of the usual attachment/autonomy 

developmental issue in adolescence, or may, instead, represent residual feelings of the 

alienation and isolation that helped to encour:age the problem behavior pattern in the first 

place. Obviously; lacking ij. corroborative stu.dy on the school as a whole and the "sense 

of pride reported by the remainder .of the student body, it is not possibJe to know if the 
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comments of the. partjcipants were particular to tbeir shared delinquent profi1es or 

representative of the overail school spirit NonetheJess; the prevalent. theme J)[ '''the 

outsider" and the· accompanying sense o( pervij,sive-disconnection is also echoed in the 

school-related ·responses. 

Community and Religion 

The adolescents express.ed the .same sentiment about .community as they did about 

school. They had no emotional investm_ent to speak of in the community at large. They 

were glad to have their friends nearby but they were not interested in becoming involved 

in community iss:ues :or programs. Thus it would seem that the lack of community 

iny.olvement?. as a 'r'isk factor, has. not change.d for these individuals. They remain 

djs.c.onnected and largely devoid of an interest in the greater world around them, though 

perhaps remaining insular does serve a protective function for these individuals. 

When viewed from a more holistic perspective, examining the totality of 

relationships in these adolescents·' lives, it is not s1,Uprisfog that they expr.essed a 

fundamental mi-strust and lack of ,faith, if you wo.uld, in the world around them. They did 

not invotve themselves emotionaIJy with school, community or church, yet this lack of 

involvement ·did not seem to translate into a la.c.k of traditional values, beliefs and even 

morality. The protective function hypothesized to account for an insu4tr attitude towards 

involvement in the community cn.uld also be extended to account for the lack of 

participation in organized teligfon and school activities. 

That these individuals are products of challenging e.nvironments is unquestioned;_ 

however, it is interesting to note that these ~dolesc·ents have possibly attained their 
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re_siJiency by not \hrowing the proverbial baby out -with the bath water. They have 

retained and strengthened the relationships that they value but, more importantly, which 

value them and they may with rime be able to extend that sense of security to a broader 

community. 
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There are time·s when a smile, a laugh or a wave of the hand goes beyond its 

accompanying words. There are also times when a simple phrase may imply much deeper 

meaning than is spoken. During the course .of conducting this study, there were 

e~periences like these for me as researcher. I am hoveftil that m delving into the 

participants' spoken words, I have not gone beyond my scope· in interpreting their stories. 
. . . . 

Keeping this in mind,J believ.e"that the participants in this study attacbed a much richer 

s tory than their words conveyed. In this s_ection, 1 would like to use thefr words to 

highlight my impressions i.n an attempt to .shed a brighter light oil their paths. 

As I .sat and listened to -each of these girls .and. thtn began to think about their 

experiences and perceptions as a collective, it became evident to me that two rnajo:r 

events pccurred in their Hves, Fir-st, a critical incident precipitated changes within each of 

the indiv iduals. Sec·ond, it was the primary support relationship, those between m.other 

and daughter, which underwent accorr:nnodative changes. 

These girls suspended their ideals. in the hopes offinding:something th~yb~lieved 

wa:s better .than their existing relationships and themselves_ The influence of peers,. the 

intense desire to belong, and the perceived absence of their mothers provided some of the· 

motivation to turn away from their parental relationships: Further., motivation seemed to 

have been fu,elled by the ~dolescents' d~sire to resist parental control, since they 

percejved control from afar as unfair and uncaring. Even further motivation seemed 

rooted in atte"rl'lpts to av6id being responsible within existing relationships. 
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Some participants explained that they were angry that their mothers were not 

there for them before and cite.ct the renewed perception of the mothers' presence :as what 

they found helpful and important to them post-incident. One participant stated "She was 

never around and she was always more interested in having time with her boyfriend or 

finding a boyfriend not hanging out with me. All we ever did was fight about 

everything ... and she didn't even care about how I felt about things. We never went to 

movies o,r went out shopping or anything." 

When further prompted with :the ·question ''Did your mum ever ask you to· do 

anything with her?" the participant replied: "We-II.,. I can th.ink of a few times when she 

wanted to ga out, but I already had plans with my friends. She always asked me at bad 

times. Usually she would sar,. 'Hey, let1s take the dog for a walk or do you want to get 

groceries with me?' Wow, thafs really a thrill. 1 had ·better things ro do, and really, I 

didn't want to go walk the dog with her. What if someone saw .me? And the times that I 

wanted to do something with her, she was always busy. Well I didn't exactly ask her if 

she wanted to do anything •with me because I knew that the a:nswer would be, "no I can't 

go out .right now' .,, 

Q: "'And how did that chang~. after you got in trouble with the law?" 

Participant: '°It just seemed that she .started to pay more attention to me. I don't 

know really. She spent a lot of time crying_ and that kirtd of got to me, too." 

Another parti~ipant declared, ''My mom and I hardly evertalked. l would get 

home from school or from being out with my friends and go straight to my room. My 

morn would ask me what I did that day, and I just tbougb.t that she was being snoopy. 1 

didn't really think it was her business what I was doing with my friends. I had just been 
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at school all day and didn't really want to hear bow she didn't like whatl was doing or 

how 1 was spending my time," 

Still another participant stated, "l 'm not sure if my morn actually forgot ~b.out me, 

but 1 didn t r.ea11y care about what she· was thinking at the tune, l thought that everything 

she said and did was crazy, (laughing) Actually, l had a lot of friends asking me why I 

put up .with it or how I could stand it... and fr seemed like it was very unco0l to kl)ow 

her." 

Inherent in the answers provided by the participants w~s a declared absen.c.e of 

their mother's support. Perhaps the .mothers were trying: to connect with their daughters 

·before the critical incident. Howe:ver, they had lost tneir -synchrony or were temporarily 

out of sync. [tis difficult to know if the mothers were truly unavailable to their daughters 

or ff th~ partiGipants had found persp¢ctives to validate their o·wn behavior and 

perceptions. 

Having created a situation that validates the gap between the parent and the child 

may have several implications. What happens once, the child meshes with~ group only to 

realize that it is not for her, or that in or.der to be a.ccepted by those she idemifies with 1n 

most ways me~ doing something she does not agree with? This is where I believe the 

participants learned the les.son of true frie·ndship. "They always made. it soµnd like it w:as­

gonna be such fun and they really wanted me .around. It w.as really the shits· when I had to 

take the rap for other people and they didn't even have the decency to come a visit me or 

calJ me. That really bit me hard." Another participant stated, "W ~H, really they .kinda let 

you-think they are your frfends but when I reafly need~d them they didn 't want to know 

me. I saw others being treated like it was cool that they got in trouble but that didn 11 
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happen to me,. they just pretty much dumped me and I think that fa pretty shallow you 

know. 1t was like }fl wasn't doing s.omethi.ng for them I wasn't worth .it or -something and 

I trusted that they would back me up. Never again. I .know who are my real friends 

thanks." 

Q: What else did you learn from the situation with these friends? 

Participant "'umm, well I just wanted to fit in aud be liked by more people I think 

and 1 cloo ' t think that is. gonna be. the way it works. I thought they al1 had it together and it 

would be fun but really they are just a bunch oflonely people and they want to get baek 

at people. I kinda w_ish my mum would've satd I couldn' t hang around with them but I 

know I wouldn't have listened to her. It would have been Q.ne mor~ thing to fight about I 

thought she was interfering an,d that l had it under control." 

Most learned that the relationship they couJd count on most was the one with their 

tnother, lt would seem from their daughters·' descriptions that the mothers.made 

substantial efforts in changing situations an,d ·a,ppro.acbes to the benefit of their daughters. 

These efforts did not go unnotic.ed. ' She gave up :drugs and she booted him out. I didn't 

know she had i:t in her to do that. ' t 

Q: How was that significant to you? 

A : Well it showed me that she cared_ I had wanted her to stop the drugs fur a long 

time but she didn't seem to listen to me ... it was like if she ca_n do it so can L" "I knew 

when she kicked him out she had done that for me too. I knew she .:figur~d it was our only 

chanc.e and I knew I had to do something too." 

For !).fl but one participant I had the sense they would have eventually chosen a 

'iess delinquent path, yet l am left with the impression that the '·'critical incident" was 
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catalytic in interrupting the course of behavior- at the tim~, and forcing a number of re­

eval uation·s to occur. 

When participants spoke of what was different in. their relationsh.jps· with their 

mQthers from the time they go.t into trouble with the taw, they highlighted most often that 

thefr mother had changed in the way :she dealt with her daughter. "She used to just nag at 

me all the time ... , . .did you do this? . .. when are _you gonna do that? All I wanted to do was 

get away.}' 

Q~ How is it different now? 

Participant: "'W:eu now she kinda says what she wants to happen and then asks 

what part of it I am gonna help with. Then we talk more about it I usually end up doing 

wha.t. she wants anyway, it is jus:t easier to do it instead of being na,gged at."' 

Another participant .elabor.at_ed, "She used to comp1ajn about me never being 

home and not helping her with chores· and stuff She would just keep telling me what I 

was doing wrong most of the time so tt was like why bother. Now we ifsually set µp like a 

schedule for loading the-dishes a,nd we talk about who will do what. Really~ 1. think she is' 

Listening to me more now. She got scared that so.mething might ·happen to me if I went to 

jail. She knows l arn not that bad. " 

It would seem that although these participants describe the per.ception of being 

•neglected" for a pe.riod by their mothers as their primary support and caregiver, they 

consistently stop short· of s.eeing themselves as "rejected". ls it possible that therein exists 

a di_stinction of the resilient? Certainly if nothing else, the event of charge and conviction 

evoked changes in the actual b:eh.aviors of.the motb.ers and also in the perceptions the 

partici.pants held of their mothers actions.' and intentions which ca.me closer to their 
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vision of an ideal par:ent. Perhaps this also occurred for the mothers' view of their 

daughte_rs, though that would require further i•nvestigation to determine. More questi.ons 

come to mind: Did the participants make their expectations of their mothers clear? Did 

they somehow alter their perceptions to validate and justify thejr thoughts, feelings and 

emotions? Further inquiry may offer some insight into answers to, such questions_, 

The lmaginary Father 

The emergence of the im:a:ginary father was fasc.inating to me, As I explored tfus 

area wtth the participants who described such an entity, I was struck by the protective 

role the imaginary father played in tbe development of these indi:yiduals. As a creative 

-adjunct to typical coping strategies, this entity seemed to be a form of self-parenting or a 

way of externalizing what they -:;ould not verbalize and own for themselves-. When they 

needed guidance with issues ofthe.·world, including relatiQnships, these participants 

spoke to themselves through their imaginary fathers~ 1t was their way of getting some 

kind of a relationship with a father, albeit a made up one. They w.ere.able to create an 

idealized parent who met their needs in the most relevant ways since it was, in fact. they 

who were dictating how this was accomplished. It did strike me as interesting that the 

same did not occur fo_r those participants who had been raised without a mother figure, 

y.et I suspect that the incidence of imaginary parents is not terribly high. Again, .further 

research and diligent investiga;tion may shed Ught on these issues. 

Two particjpants in this, study reported the "imaginary father" phenomenon;, one 

was somewhat hesitant to elaborate on it and confided that "it -is not something -~he ta)ks 

about. The other participant w.as more open to questions .relating to ber "imaginary 
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father" (her choice of w.ords). When I asked the question which I wouJd have a.sked of 

ooe who had contact with a father or father figur.e the se.cond participant answered the 

questions as if she had a father, .th:us promptin~ me to explor.e. further .. First it was by 

making sure [ had not missed something._ 

Q : I thought you had said that you were not raised with your biological father or -a 

father figure around? 

Parti.c.ipant: (laughing) Y ~ah well ... that is true ... technically I suppose .. 

Q: 1 am not sure what you mean, could you explain it a little more for me? 

Part_icipant: Well, f kinda have a dad iI1 my head. 

Q: In. your head? 

Particjpant: Yeah .. . hmmm we~l. .. itis.kinda like ... ummm ... I always •mis-sed out 

on having ·a dad (laughing) so 1 made one up. 

Q: You made one up in your head? 

Participant: uh huh, like kinda like an imaginary one· ... cuz I didn't have one. 

Q: Oh, tike some people. make up imaginary friends? 

Participant: Ri.ght. .Jike when 1 was a kid I.had an imaginary playmate. 

Q: I see. Can you tell me more about your imaginary fat-her? What is he like? 

Participant: We.U, first of all I sure as hell don't tell peopie ~bout it, they mjght 

th-tilk 1 was nuts. But, 1t is like I tan have a d~d in my mjnd to talk to ... like some ofmy 

friends .. That way ifl have. a dad kjnda problem I have someone to sort it out with. 

Q: So you consul t with this dad? Onany particular topic or just in general.? 

Participant: Mo·stly J"talk to him when I think he wiJJ help. Like when I cannQt. 

seem to communicate with my mum very well. Someti.mes when I have. questions about 
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stuff. You know,, like mostly to <:lo whh guys and all that. I guess ,sometimes I wish be 

were there to give me the answers and tell me what ta do. And (laughing} he does when. 1 

talk to him. 

Q: What kinds of things do you talk with him about? 

Participant: Well .. . someti.m~s I have questions about what kind of person he 

would be and I ask ifth~t is why I am the way lam. My m_wn says he was a drunk and l 

wonder if that was really true and ifl ant like him much. (pause). 

Q: Any other kinds of things you talk about with bim? 

Participant: um.mm ... I gues_s·I look for him to help me make up my mind about 

things. You know like ... should I.g9 for a certain guy. Or how do I know .some.one-i's for 

real . 

Q: How might he answer some of those questHms for you'.? 

Participant: ummm.,. well he might teTI me hpw he would deal with a situation or 

with someone who is being a jerk I do not really know,.·you know. I haven.' t given it this 

much tuougbt. It is just thaJ he is kind of there. 

Q : Was. '(his father there before yo□ got info trouble?' 

Participant: yep 

Q~ Are things different now in this relationshlp? 

Participant: _umrnm .. . not really, ·1 am ,not sure if I taJk to him quite a~ much 

though, Things are better with IIlY mum and I have (friend' s name) t0 talk to, But l guess 

.sometimes I still talk to him. 

The role of tbjs imaginary father .se.ems to have been more prominent prior to the 

"incident" and appears to have served some supportive function for this partidpant. She 
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c◊ncedes that the need to use this coping me.chanism has diminished sirrce things have 

gotten back on track so to sp~ak but does not eliminate it as a vfable source of support in 

the future. 

Support 

Jn closing, r would like to offer a few thoughts on the topic of res.ilienc.e and 

relationships~ It was· unclear to me as I listened. to these y~ung women, now with the 

benefit of hindsight, whether they had been given the essential. building blocks to 

maintain meaningful relationships. Based on both their responses to the interview 

questions as well as their unsolieited conu:_rrentary, I found they were more than capable 

o.f initiating relationships·, ,yet they may have lacked the information, role modelin_g, skill 

and motivation to maintain them in ways which tbey found satisfying. They watched 

mothers, fathers, .and the various combinations· o:f half and stepsiblings pass through their 

lives anp l wonder about the perception this gave them about maintaining meaningful 

relationships. The expenences in the immediate family of mo~t of these participants also 

included exposure. to family violence and further' did not appear to convey the hard work 

it takes to communicate in nonnal Joving .ancJ caring ways over tbe long term. ltis 

difficult to weigh the· beneficial vs. detrimental influences some .of these relationships 

held forthese irrdividuaLs; as we are abundantly dtar about the effects of fami_ly violence 

over time. There were very few relationships· de.scribed by these participants that 

provided them Wlth persistent- m.essages that may have enhanced their well-being. 

Much of the an,ger in the participants' voices . .seemed rooted in a sense of 

eotitl.ement they held about being ''provided for". Somehow they wanted those they cared 
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for to be more repre_seotative in their lives by giving them more, yet they did not address 

their own respom;_ibiHty in that~ by ac-cepting mo.re. They sought fun, and escape, and the 

freedom to exp fore their "possible -Selves"' . Yet, they did not seem, for the period of time 

wh~n they were behaving in rebeJlious and delinquent ways, to show much'fespect for 

their mother's views or expectations:. They m~y have converted their mothers' support to 

nagging, abandonment and lack of consideratfons for their feelings. AJthough one 

partic'ipant did discmss the positive changes her mother had made by kicking~ subs~ance 

addiction, perhaps other changes .made in the mother-daughter relationships,_ were a shift 

in the daughters' perception of support. Was nagging converted to s~pport after- the 

critic.al i_ncident? I wonder about the development of the ~p and loss· of synchrony. Are 

these:pattems established earlier in childhood? Do the increasing-demands placed on 

parents jn .siressful environments influence the inception of this gap? Perhaps it is the 

parents-who hold the best position to deal with these issues. and therefore require 

substantial support. In addi.tion to supporting children and adolescents, it may be 

imperative to offeJ parents support from the beginning of their ~hild rearing efforts. 

Support ·must com:e in the foon of education and guidance,. yet it must aeknowledge the 

unique situations faced by each individual 

Implications 

Parents. health. care professionals
1 

and teachers of adolescents in similar 

cfroumstance m:ay find inspiration, 'knowledge and ins~gh.ts from personal glimpses 

.offered by qualitative .undertaking~ such as ,this study, Fur those parents who are inclined, 

the sru~y brings to light the importance of roles within a family and between an 

adolescent and :society. The message parents might wish to convey to their ehildren from 
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early on is .simply the notion thaJ th~y belong and are connected and welcome. Talking 

about capabjlities io realistic ways and promoting a sense of self~competence to· cope 

with shuaticms, both antfoipated as well as unexpected, will stand the child in good ste~d 

during the devel~pmentally tumultuous. yea.rs and beyond. Feedback, which addresses 

their behavior rather than their identity, ma3/ be more effective in dealing with the 

straying adolescent. 

Parents may gain more ground if they ask more questions ofthejr child, preparing 

'her to think about herself, her situations, and her future, Such questions may include: 

What are ·your goals? How do you hope to achieve them? Wh~t do you ·need to know to 

achieve them? Have you considered ___ ? Wh~t Gan we work at together? What 

would you like help with? As the child matures, the parent may need to play a secondary 

role wrule.expr:essing his/her concerns ·about behavior .and ·interests yet may continueto 

set some boundaries and consequences .as necessary. By asking questions. parents 

COlllllluhic_ate interest while gaining a more complete understanding of the adolescent's 

perspective. 

The provision of infonnation coupled with the consjstent tnessag€ of ~rseverance 

and determination appears:to promote a sense of.competence. Despite society's concerns 

regarding a child's school environment, peers ~nd even television viewing habits, the 

parental position remains paramount in influencing successful development in at risk 

children and adolescents, 

Although it appears that a critical incident was catalytic in these adol~scents' 

experience,. it is not clear whether this incident needed to occur for each to decide not to 

contin~e with delinquent behavioL Rooted in the common elements of each girl ' s story 



95 

are the themes of competence and self-effic.acy that tbey needed in order to succeed in 

their lives. They may not have dearly formulated goals or plans for their future, but they 

all expressed the belief tba.t they can do what they s.et out to do. 

It would be prudent, for those in a pdsit1on to identify adolescents. at risk, to refer 

these adolescents for support· in hopes that early intervention may offe; some. chanc.e of 

preyenting a progression to increasingly more delinquent behaviors. Sin'ce-the 

participants readily acknowledged the value of role models in their Jives~ exposure to a 

wide variety of caring and involved individuals may help provide the sense of connection 

that the majority of these adolescents appear to lack. 

Teachers and educational programs will certainly play a role in the future 

development of at risk individuals. Teachers ma,y provide informational and motivational 

guidance: however, the. effects of such may not be cl~ar imme.djately. The results of 

longitudinal qualitative studies are only now beginni~g to shed light on possible latent 

learning and its role in protection and resjlience (Sm0kowlski et al., 1999). 

Health care professiqnals will need to continu,e to develop and adapt programs to 

meet th.e evol-vrng needs of the_se adolescents. Despite resear.ch that supports the efficacy 

of programm.ing1 there remains a :stigma .aftaehed that mfght deter those in need, 

especially in the face of peer judgements, a::t this developmentally criticaJ time . .(Nabors et 

al.; 2000). 

Pa_rt_icipants of the current-study contributed their own suggestions for helping 

ado I es.cents who haq si:milar experience to theirs. Sugge·stions incJ uded " . . . when kids. are 

on probation they should not let them off so easily ... wh~n they are supposed to get 

·collJlSelu;ig, the P.O. should make them go" and ''Humifiation won't make people 
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change ... no one factor will have lots-of influence ... maybe peer counseling from those 

who have been th.rough it ... and show them videotapes -of parents in agotiy ·so they can 

realize that people do care". Other suggestions all centered around support: "help them 

find decent friends who win help them stay out-of trouble"· or ··make sure. they have 

someone to talk to'' . 

Limitations 

1n th~ _interest of controlling the volume of .information that open question 

interviews could generate with regard to friends and sibling reJationships, irwas 

necessary to limit tbe discussion. Friends were limited to the two or three most .important. 

Further, it is acknowledged that the issue of siblings was not address,ed-as, an independent 

category. 

Siblings might have been an exclusive category, yet the scope of th.e study 

required a smaller focus. ·while acknowledging sjbling relationships as a factor in an at­

risk adolescent's life, a larger study might have been able to examine the full extent ·of the 

impact of blended families~ and multiple step relationships. Therefore the relationships of 

sibJings may be underrepi:esented in this study, as participants were requested to only 

·briefly discus_s the importance of a sibling relationship when ~sked, cmly generalJy, was 

there-"anyone else who was important". 

Further, it is iI_nportant to exercise caution When looking at the relationships in 

categories. One must refrain from too broad an inference when ju~ging the relative 

importance to the adolescent of any relationship, since the notion of comparative value 
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can only be known to the individual and that value may change according to time, place 

and circumstance. 

The cumulative .effect ofaJl r~lationships cannot be adequately measured in a 

preliminary exploration such as this. 1t is also possible that some of the resilient changes 

may be. attributable to the natural mat.uJJttional process. It is difficult to know how much 

influence this wo_u°ld have during the 18 months to two yeacs between the time of her 

offence and this. study. 

For the ptJIPoses of this study the researcher remained close to the questions of 

the interview sc.heduJe. 1n future, it may have bette.r se.rved the intent of the. research to 

use even more open questions :and permit the adolescent to meander a bit more in their 

responses, encouraging them to explore while th~.y answer. Additional questions which 

might have been particularly helpfuJ were. suggested as the interview unfolded, for 

example, "How do you think you got into trouble like fhis in the first place?" and HAre 

there any things you eould think of-that may have bee.n helpful to you at the• time?". 

Because the time required to complete the intetvjews was underestimated, it became 

important to not extend the inte.rview further by revisiting the adolescent''S response in 

order to add new information. 

A general overview study, with this volume of questions, is by nature limited in 

its. examination of any partic.ular area or subject. An additional limitation pertains t.o the 

qualitative method itself, which leaves a collective asses.sment of the responses open to 

interpretation and ofcour-se its. corotlary, misinterpretation. The questions may be 

misunderstood or·the intervie.we.r may inadvertently influence the direction of the 

participants' answers through both verbal and non-verbal signals. Only-in recognizing 
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these Limitations can we appreciate that the value of such open, particjpant-centered 

studies lies with the volume of information reported first hand and its place in eI-ucidating 

the larger body of quantitative research in the area. 

Future Directions 

Further study into the meaning and perception of thes.e adolescent females' 

relationsh:ips., as well as research across a broad range of the possible mediators of risk 

faotor-s, wiil be necessary in the professional colrununity's attempt to provide 

comprehensive and effective treatment prngr~ms. An advantage to qualitative research is, 

its po'tential to adapt to emerging information. It would be important to remain cognizant 

of tr~nds as they develop, thus the research ·can i11uminate jssues as they become 

important to the participants. 

On:ly a continued examination of current attitudes and perceptions will clatify the 

points at which the critical developmental pathways deviate, from the norm. More 

important now fa research which conHm,res to examine not only resiliency but the resilient 

in addition to the population of. often voiceless adoles~nts, who fall, unheard, thrm,1gh 

the many unfortunate gaps in our kno.wlepge and in our treatment options. 

Each category of relationship begs to he explored in m_ore depth and detail than 

was afforded in this study, utilizing a variety of research designs, For example, after the 

completion of~ number of qualitative .inquiries, a Jist of descriptors might be used to 

identify the attributes of significant relations within the individual's interaction. Attempts 

to understand the. meaning which adolescents attach to their relationships may offer dues 
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into how to best circumvent critical incidents from cpntiuuing_ to play out in detrimentaJ 

w.ays. 

lt might also be insJructive to pursue exploratfons of the role~model aspects of 

these relationships to s.ee where any _incongruence or·miscommunication might arise. 

Mentoring, its role and significance to adoJescent relationships requires more qualitative 

investigation. 

Further study into the concept of the " imaginary-parent" and its potential role ih 

assisting the resilient adolescent to essentially '~self-parenf. when and if necessary, may 

provide. sotn.e new insights. In. addition, how an adolescent with an insecure· parental 

attachment manages to transgress this risk factor to fonn secure/attached relationships 

later in life bears more in-depth qualitativ,e explorations. 

An important question to a"rise out ofthis pie.ce of woik is "Is the critical incident 

necessary? ' It iS' also curious that only orre romantic relationship was described as foving. 

No ·parental relationship w,as describ.ed with the wor~ though it is ~e researcher's 

opinion that parti_cipants. were trying to describe "how' their parents dem.onstrated their 

love. Re·search which ex·plores the. process and mechanisms of protective relationships of 

at risk individuals needs to c0ntinue with its focus directed 9n the many sub-'GOnte:xts and 

1ssu~s. in:volved before proceeding apac.e to a renewed examination oftbe big picture._ 

Final Remarks 

Research over the past three· decades. has exploded in the realm of developmental 

·psychology. Th.e inclusion of multiple perspectives has allowed for an extensive. 

exploration of the factors involved in normal development. Scientists arid clinicians have 
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also endeavored to seek jnfonnation .that would benefit tbos.e-1udjviduals who are faced 

with ·extraordinary oballenges to 'their development in the hopes of understanding., -and 

perhaps altering., developmental pathways bringing them to more normative trajectories. 

Though many of the individuaJ factors are solidified in the early xears of 

development, still oth~rs are malleable. and influenced by family,, school and community 

relationships. Intervention may play a role .in support and education at all levels when 

necessary to assist those at risk in acbi:eving more beneficial .outcome-s. In order to 

provide efficient and effective intervention,. professionals, from teachers to social policy 

makers, need to understand, not only predisposing factors that place childre)l at risk, but 

also the processes and mechanisms that mitigate the effect of those risks. 

Review of the literature and the results of this study inform us that beyond the 

externally ve-rifiable existence of risk facto.rs there is meaning. The meani_ng behind 

events, behaviors, situations-and relationships to the developing child, and to the 

developing adolescent influence_s-them in unique ways. The stories and perspectives· 

shared by the participants of this project have assisted in: illuminating the· importance of 

individual perspective. The stories also inform us .that an underlying belief in oneself, 

coupled with the support of someone we care about, go along way in correcting past 

difficulties,. P~rhaps we underestimate at times:; the persistence of simple messages. These 

young women voiced the know]edge.-fhat they we(e always cared for (though at times it 

was not so obvious to them), that they knew -some.one was there for them, and that de~p 

down they would survive. 

The question remains: "Was it nec.essary for these participants to experience •~a 

wake up call'' in order to gain perspective and dire·ction on their lives?" or would they 
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have .come to that realizahon eventually? It would seem that once they were held 

accountable and made responsible for their actions. that both the adolescent and thelf 

parent(s) we.re requ1red to make· chokes and chose what society would deem as 

responsible optfons. to alter their'behavior. 

Ffoally, the participants of this study ar.e due a resounding wor.d of thanks. 

Without their wiHingness to share. their personal experiences and speak about their 

nilationshjps, this -study would not have gotten off the ground. I wish them well in their 

pursuits and hope thattbey take with them the lessons of their youth to cherish through 

the years. 
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Appendix A 

Letter of Introduction 
(For recruitment purposes) 

l1 I 

lam a graduate student at the University of Victoria. 1 am conducting a study to explore 
the relationships of young females who have committed a crimim_1.l offence, yet have 
cbos~n not to· re-offend. 

Research in the field of developmental psychology .suggests that relationships may be ~n 
important component .in tbe s1.1.ccessful development of adolescents. In partictJlar, 
relationships may play a role in moderating the effects ofcertain risk factors that tend to 
lead io problem behaviors, such a·s delinquency,. drug and/or alcohol abuse? and early 
sexual activity. · 

The: proposed study involves obtaining interview data from al least t~n females aged 
l 5/16. The interview will contain questions such as, "· Whe..n you fook around and· see 
who is there fo.r you, who is• the person that you. feel closest to?" and ·"How would you 
describe him or hei?" An important .goal oftfre study is to understand the nature and 
meaning of the adolescents i reJati.onships with others from her per~pective. 

In term of expectations, there would be two meetings. The first, to condµpt the interview 
which fa anticipated to take approximately one hour. The sepond meeting is intended to 
present the interview information and interpr~tations in a way to check for accuracy. 

Meetings. would b~ arranged at the convenience ofthe adoJescen:t. Participation in the 
study is :voluntary. Confidentiality will be maintained through the use of alias names 
chosen by the participants. 

If you have any .questions regarding any aspect of the studyt pleas.e do not hesitate to 
contact me. And finally~ if you have any cl1ents whom you believe would participate, 
please ask them to .contact me. 

I can be re.ached Monday ~ Friday from 9 am until 8pm at 881-2069. There is voice mail 
so message·s c.an be left anytime. 

If you wol)Jd like to· discuss the study with my supervisor at the University. Dr Geoff 
Heft, can be reached ·at 7-21- 7783. 

Si'ncerely, 

Rochelle Lohrasbe, RJ;>N/RN, BScN, MA ( cand) 



Appendix·B 

Letter of Introduction 
(Potential _participants E.lnd tb~ir parents) 

112-

Thank you for your interest in this study. J am a Graduate student at the University of 
Victoria. I am interested in learning about the meaning of relationships between g1rls 
aged 15-16,. and the people in their lives. Some peopJe whQ w_ork with these young 
women befieve that relationships are important in adolescent .development. I am curious 
to know which relationships are important and what the relationships: mean to the girl~. 

I would welcome tbe opportunity to bear from you. I have developed a s.et of questions 
that may help me to understand who ;s important and how you se.e them as bein•g 
important to you. The questions would take about an hour to answer, and then l would 
like to meet with you again to make. sure that 1 understand your answers. correctly. The 
interview would be audiotaped to make sure 1 can accurately hear what you are sayins. 
All the infcmnation that 1 obtain from you will remain between us. The tapes will be 
yours to keep or we ·can destroy them after the study is completed. You may choose to 
use a different name in order to protect your identity. I will share the general findings 
with you if you are interested. I beHeve it is important to hear from you, in y.our own 
words so that people who work with young wome-:n will have a better unders.tanding of 
how to assist or s.upport others in similar situations to yours. 

Your participation is voluntary, which means yo.u onJy participate if you want Jfyou or 
your parents h~ve any questions regatdirtg any aspect of the study I would welcomi;, th~ 
chance to talk with you. Please feel free to call me @ 881-2069 between 9 a.m. and 8 
p, m. If I do not answer you can leave a message that only l can retrieve and I Will return 
your call as soon as I can. 

Thank you again for considerin_g .this opportunity to bear from you. 

Sincerely, 

Roohelle Lohrasbe, RPNIRN, BScN. 
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APPENDIXC 

Consent/ Assent to Participate. 
The R~lationships of '"At Risk'' Adolescent Females: A Qualitative E~pJoration 

This resear~h proj e~t will explore the, significant relationships of young fema1e.s. Your 
partidpation fo this. study will involve about 3- hours of your time~ You wjjl be asked 
about the significant relationships in your. life and their meaning for you_ Th~ descriptions 
you provide of your relationships. will be used as part of a Mas.ter' s degree the:sis and may 
be published in a scholarly journal. 

Your participation in this study i s entirely voluntary. You are·free to withdraw at any 
time and your choice to participate or not will hav~ no effect on your probation (if 
applicable) or any future standing with the University of Victoria There are no known 
risks to participating in this study. The benefits to participation may include achieving a 
gre~ter awareness of your relationships and their meaning for you, as~isting the people 
who work With you and others to hetter their understanding of you and assist them in 
developing programs and strategies to help ·others in the future; 

AU the information you provide will remain confidential. You wil1 be asked to choose an 
alia~, which will only, be kn.own by the researcher. Interview .notes ~4 audio taped 
interviews will be coded to protect your identity, and will be stored in a locked filing 
cabinet. When the study is oompl~te .and the audiotapes wjll be erased. 

Ifyo.uhave any questions or comments1 please do not hesitate to contact the researcher at 
the numbe.r:s provided. You-will be provided a copy of this form for your re·cords. Your 
parti~1pation is greatly appreciated. 

Having :read both the inform:c,ition for participants and the above, I give my permission for 
my. child ______________ to participate in this study. 

Parent Signature: _ ______________ Date·. _ _ _ _ ___ _ 

I,~------------ give my _permission to participate in this study. 

I would like the name ____________ _ to .be us.ed as.my alias. 

Participant Signature~ _____________ Date; _______ _ 

Researcher; Rochelle Lohrasbe 

Supervisor Dr Geoff Hett 

Phone: 881 2069 (cell) 
380 3040 (office) 

Phone: 721 7783 
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APPENDIXD 

lnterview 
Date: ----~ 
ID: - -----

Current Status. 

J. Wbat stands out for you in your life just now? What:ki:.nds of things have b.een important? 

2. What things ba-ve happened in your Life that have t?een pa_rticularly di.(fioult to deal with lately? What 
has beeo part-i:cuJarly enjoyable for you lately? 

3 . ·t~Jl.me something about what your life is like rigbt now. 
a) Wbat do you care abo.ut?' What kinds of things do.-you. tl11nk ab.out a lot? 
b) What do you worry most about? 
c) What .do yqu enjoy'? 
d) What do you usually .do during the day? Night? 

(Pmbes; What ' s a typical day like for you? What did you do yesterday- when did you wake up .. then 
what?} 

F'uture 

4. What would y.ou like to see happen in your future? Wbat are y0,u mc,st afraid of happening in your 
future? What would you Hke to be ab1e to say ab.out yourself in the future? ln five yea:rs·2 Why? 

5, What would be the ideal job for you? What lahd of work would you like to be doing :in five years? 
a) What appeals to you about qeing a _____ ? 
b) How do you ·plan to achiev.e yow:goals? 
c) What do you think might m~e.it or has made it difficult fo do this? 
d) What has helped you or mfght help you to reach your·goals? 

Self 

6. How would you describe yourself to yourselfl. If you tell Y.OUtselfwho you really are; what would you 
say? (.INTERVIEWER: For each adjective ask: What do you.m.ean by _ ___ 7) 

7. What do you like/dislike abm,1t yourself? Why? 

·8. Is the way you see yourself now different from the way you saw y,~urselfin the past? What led to the 
changes? 

9. What does being. a {emale mean to you? Has what it means to be a female C:banged for you? 



Jl5 

Relationships 

I 0, When you look ~round and see who ls ther.e for you, who is the-person you (eel closest to? Why? 

11 . How Would you describe him or her (INTERVIEWER: for each adjective ask: What do yoµ mean by 
_ _ _ ?) 

12. How would you describe' this relation.ship? What do yo.u. particulro:ly like/dislike ,about thi~ 
relati'onship? 

13 . What would you like to t .hange aboui:tbe relaljonship? Why?, 

14. ls there anyone else with whom -you feel particularly close? (if y~s: i:epeat questions 10-14 fqr each) 

Mother 

.15. How would you describe your moth~r? (INTER VIEWER: ·For each adjective ask Wh51t do you mean 
by ___ ?) 

16. How would you describe ypor relcitionsbip with your n;iother? What do you ]jke/4islike about your 
relations~ip wlth her'f. 

17. What would you like to change about the relationship; Why? 

18. ls the way yo.u see your mother now different from the way :you saw her in .the pa:st? What led to. the 
changes? 

19. How helpful has yo.ur mother been to you since your trouble wit_b the Jaw began? What doe~ she help 
wtth? What does she not help with? 

20. ln what ways are you like your mother? How are you different? 

Father 

21 . Do you have any contact with your father? B:ave you had -a father f'igµre in .your life so farwho is not 
yo,ur biological fa~her (e,g . a step-father·who raised you)? If ye_s, to either question then ask the. following; 
if'yes to both then. ask only for·the biological father) : 

22. How would _yoo describe your father (or father figure)? (INTERVIEWER: For eac;h adjective .ask: 
What do you mea!l by ____ ?) 

23 . How would you describe your relation~hip with your father? What do you like/dislike ,about this 
relatfonship? 

24.. What would you like to change about the relalio1)ship1 Why? 
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25_ ls the way you see-your father now rufferent from the way you saw him in the past'? What lead fo the 
changes•) 

26 .. How help6.il has your father been to you since your trouble with the Jaw began? What does he help 
with? What ctoesn-t he help with? 

27. In what ways are you like your father? How are you different? 

Boyfriend 

28. Are you i:n a romantic relat\onsrup just rtow? IfNo, why not? IfYES,. How·would. you describe him? 
(tNJE:tt VIEWER: for each adjective as~ What do ybu mean by ____ ?) 

29 , How would yoo describe your relationship with this perso;ri? What do you li:ke}dislike? 

JO. What would you like to :change about tWs relationship? 

31 . What do you 1Mk for in guys. these days? As. you fook back have things changed •in what you look 
for? Wha't does lo\/e mean to ,you? What does commitment meart? 

frie.nds 

32. Do you have a close or best friend(s)? LfYES~ How wo.uld you deS'cribe th.is friend? What do y,ou 
mean by ___ ? ffNO: Why do you thlnk yo.u 'do, not have dose or best friends'? Would you like to 
have such friends? What makes it difficult for you to have such friends? 

33 . How wo.uld you describe the r~lations.h.ip? What do.y0u like/dislike about tbe relationship? 

34. What would you like to pb.ange about this relationshlp? Why? 

35. What ·do you do togetlier? How often do you see/talk with this friend? Has he/she b"een helpful 5jnce 
your trouble with the. law began? How has she/he been helpful? 

J6. How long have you b~en cipse With this· friend? Bow bas the: friendship changed over the years 
(months)? Wl1y ha:s it changed1 

37. Bow have your friendships in general changed over the years? W hy have:they changed or not 
changed? 

Other Relationships 

38 . . Looking ba~k .over the time·since your trouble with th:e laW' began, bas there beeri aQyone else w·ho bas 
been really·-lmpoi:tarit for you (family or 0.tberwiseJ? INTERVIEWER.: P or each relationship ask: 

a) How would you describe _ ____ ? 
b) How would y.ou describe the relationshipr 
c) Howl-why is the relationship ·important to you? 
d) How has this :r:clationship changed over the years? 
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Religion 

39. Do·you belQng to any religious group? Are rou active in your involvement 
If Yes; How has your faith afl~.cted you? If No: Do you think religion has p layed any part ln your life at 
a[J? How? 

40. Do you attend school? Ifnot, Why not? 

'11 . What do you like/dislike about school? 

42. What kinds. of things do you do aft.er school? 

School 

43. What kinds: of sehool programs are you involved iu? 

44_ Tell me about your neighborhood? Wbat is it like? What do you like/disltke abou·t your 
neighborhood'! Do you fee[ safe-? Wnat community programs do you partic:ipate in'' 

Conclusions 

45. What would you like to change most from the way things are now? 

46. Ts there anytliing else I sho.uJd know about you? 

41. What lµnds of services have &een helpful for you since your trouble with the .law begai:i? Why? 

48. What has no.t been helj)fi.if'i 

49. What do you fhink should b.e done to help young females who are likely to or have gotten in trouble 
with the law, so t_hey: can do well in their lives? 

50, Do you have any questions that you would like to ask me? 

Adap'ted from: Growing Up Fast: Ad.olescent mothers transitions to adulthood (2001). Leadbeater, B.J. and 
Way, N . 
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