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Autonomy in Adolescence

“Stand on your own two feet.” “Pull yourself up by your own bootstraps.” “If your friends jumped off a bridge, would you jump, too?” When one thinks of all the slogans that reflect the importance of personal choice and independence in the United States, it is obvious that autonomy is highly valued. Within this culture, it is generally expected that parents socialize their children to be independent and parents wait for the time when their children demonstrate personal responsibility. As a result, developing the capacity to function autonomously, while maintaining connections and seeking support from others when needed are important issues that confront most young people.

For those reasons, autonomy is often a central concept in theories of adolescent development. However, since autonomy can take many forms, behavioral, emotional, and cognitive dimensions have been identified. Behavioral autonomy encompasses self-governance, regulation of one’s own behavior, and acting on personal decisions. Cognitive autonomy is the capacity for independent reasoning and decision-making without excessive reliance on social validation, a subjective sense of self-reliance, and beliefs that one has choices. Emotional autonomy is defined in terms of relationships with others and includes relinquishing dependencies and individuating from parents (Steinberg, 1999). The development of behavioral, emotional and cognitive autonomy during adolescence reflects progression toward becoming an adult who has positive mental health, high self-esteem, a positive self-concept, and is self-motivated, self-initiating, and self-regulating. 

Teenagers make major advances in autonomy. These advances are prompted by the convergence of an increasingly adultlike appearance, cognitive advances, and expanding social relationships, as well as the granting of more rights and responsibilities by others. Yet, parents, peers, schools and societies have a significant influence on autonomy. For example, parents influence the development of autonomy by structuring interactions with adolescents that allow negotiation and decision-making, build a positive self-concept, and promote feelings of competence and the ability to control one’s own direction in life. When interactions with social partners have these qualities, optimal autonomous functioning depends on maintaining connections with these partners while becoming increasingly self-regulating and independent (e.g., see Hill & Holmbeck, 1986).

Before discussing recent perspectives on adolescent autonomy, it is important to first summarize more classic perspectives. The most well-known classic perspectives are those of Anna Freud (1958) and Peter Blos (1979). Both theorists believed that conflict between adolescents and parents is normal and necessary for the development of independence. Adolescence was described as a time in which striving for autonomy takes the form of detachment or individuation from parents. In particular, these theorists believed that adolescents are rebellious and disagreeable in order to decrease connections with, reliance on, and social influence of primary caregivers. Steinberg and colleagues (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986) advanced the study of autonomy and individuation (as described by Blos) by defining and measuring emotional autonomy in relation to parents as four specific processes: decreasing dependence on parents, increasing individuation from parents (e.g., perceptions that parents do not know or understand the adolescent), increasing perceptions of parents as people (e.g., recognizing that parents may act differently when not with their children), and decreasing idealization of parents. Dependence on parents and idealization of parents declined from fifth to ninth grade, as individuation from parents increased. However, adolescents of all ages had difficulties perceiving their parents as people. This study also demonstrated that females are more emotionally autonomous than boys between fifth and ninth grade, and adolescents become more susceptible to peer pressure as they grow in autonomy from parents. However, susceptibility to peer pressure begins to decrease again by about grade nine.

However, studies find that the majority of adolescents and their parents (about 75%) get along well much of the time, and that excessive conflict and rebellion is not necessary for healthy adolescent development (Steinberg, 1999). Contemporary child developmentalists have found that autonomy advances within supportive attachments to caregivers in which adolescents are provided increasing opportunities for discussion, decision-making, and choice. For example, Ryan and Lynch (1989) argued that emotional autonomy as measured by Steinberg and Silverberg (1986) actually measured detachment from parents rather than autonomy. Although they noted that detachment could result in some increases in self-reliance, they expected that it might also result in the loss of valuable connections to others leading to other problems such as a lack of a consolidated identity, lower self-esteem, and problem behaviors. Chen and Dornbusch (1998) recently verified this perspective finding that emotional autonomy can have both positive and negative effects on adolescents. Young people experience more distress and difficulties in school, become more susceptible to peer pressure, and have more problems with deviant behavior when they report that their parents do not know or understand them. However, beginning to deidealize parents and to relinquish some dependencies on parents, although somewhat distressing, did not have the same negative effects on adolescent behavior.

There are also particular forms of relationships with parents and others that undermine the development of optimal autonomous functioning (Collins & Repinski, 1994). A subset of the terms used to describe these parenting behaviors include intrusive or overinvolved parenting, lack of autonomy support, coercion, and psychological control. These terms usually refer to ways that parents or others do not allow disagreement and the expression of alternative views. It also includes parent behaviors that are intrusive, overinvolved, or emotionally manipulative.

Behavioral and psychological controls appear to be two aspects of parenting style that are particularly important to the development of autonomy. Behavioral control (sometimes called monitoring or regulation) includes behaviors of parents that keep them informed of their adolescents’ activities and interests, supervision of these activities, and the setting of limits on adolescent behaviors that may be negotiated, but are firm when set. Psychological control (sometimes called lack of autonomy granting or support) includes behaviors of parents that do not allow autonomy by telling the adolescent what to do or how to feel, being too protective, having too many rules, and not allowing the adolescent to express opinions or engage in decision-making. It also includes behaviors that criticize the adolescent by expressing excessive disappointment and shame, or being very possessive and protective. In sum, these are behaviors that most likely result in the adolescent feeling controlled, coerced, compelled or manipulated.

Overall, evidence is mounting that a moderate amount of behavioral control combined with low psychological control is optimal for healthy psychological and physical functioning, and the reduction of problem behaviors (e.g., alcohol and other drug use, delinquency, truancy). When adolescents have parents who engage in psychologically controlling behaviors, they also have more psychological and physical complaints (e.g., depression, lower self-esteem, headaches; Barber & Olsen, 1997). When adolescents report that their parents are high in behavioral control and psychological control they have lower educational expectations, lower grade point averages, and more behavior problems such as use of alcohol and other substances or delinquent behaviors (Eccles, et al., 1997; Gray & Steinberg, 1999). In addition, minimizing psychological control becomes increasingly important around the onset of puberty when adolescents desire more autonomy, are forming independent identities, and are more able to recognize overcontrolling behaviors and intrusions on self-expression. However, since most of this research was not designed to follow adolescents and their parents over time, the direction of influence may also be reversed and associations are likely to be more complicated. For example, in addition to parent behaviors having influence on adolescent autonomy, adolescent behaviors probably prompt parents to behave in behaviorally or psychologically controlling ways. Parents may be less likely to engage in behaviors that facilitate autonomy when adolescents are doing poorly in school or using alcohol and other substances.

Teachers and schools can also influence adolescent functioning by behaving in ways that are either autonomy granting or coercive. Children’s and adolescents’ interest in and enjoyment when in school depend on whether this social setting is perceived as autonomy granting. In addition, needs for autonomy increase as adolescents grow older. For example, when seventh grade teachers grant autonomy by listening to student suggestions, encouraging choice, and involving students in decision-making, students are less likely to be alienated from school and have fewer problem behaviors (Eccles, et al., 1997). In addition, when teachers grant more autonomy to middle school students (especially female students) grades are higher (Barber & Olsen, 1997).

As adolescents begin to question the definitive authority and expertise of adults, peers about their age become increasingly important as additional sources of advice and support, and impact the development of autonomy. In fact, autonomy can flourish when interacting with friends. Young people learn to be autonomous while also maintaining valued connections to friends by expressing their opinions and attitudes, learning that their friends’ opinions may differ and how to negotiate differences, and practicing joint decision-making.

Although most often we are made aware of the potential negative influence of interactions between adolescents (e.g., smoking, drinking, delinquent acts), young people can also have positive influences on each other such as inspiring friends to do well in school, improve in sports, make future plans, and take on responsibilities. Overall, the influence of friends depends on the values of those friends, characteristics of the adolescents involved, and caregiver-adolescent relationships. For example, girls are more influenced by friends than boys, close friends are the most influential of all peers, and adolescents who lack self-confidence and have low self-esteem are more influenced by peers than others (Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990). In addition, adolescents who experience little opportunity for personal choice and joint decision-making at home are especially susceptible to the influence of peers. Fuligni and Eccles (1993) found that adolescents who had fewer decision-making opportunities in the family were more likely to seek advice from peers (rather than parents) and to be more oriented to peer opinion and advice than adolescents who were given more decision-making opportunities by their families.

Finally, some scholars interested in gender differences have criticized theories for not recognizing the important role that connections with others play in female development. Gilligan (1982) has discussed the inability to express opinions and attitudes (loss of voice) and the increasing feeling that you are not being yourself in interactions with others (false-self behavior) that young women experience as they enter adolescence. However, there is little evidence of gender differences in loss of voice and false-self behavior. On average, males and females report similar levels of difficulty with voice in both middle and high school (Harter, 1999). In fact, comfort with saying what one thinks differs greatly among individual adolescents of both genders and differs when interacting with different people (e.g., friends vs. parents vs. teachers). Yet, it appears that females who report high connection to and caring of others combined with low independence and individualism are least likely to express their opinions and most often suppress their true selves when in public domains (e.g., in groups of peers or school).
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