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RÉSUMÉ

L’anxiété d’évaluation est en contexte scolaire une émotion perturbante en ce

qu’elle détourne l’attention de l’élève de la tâche au profit de ruminations sur soi. Le

but de cette étude est d’examiner le rôle de la perception par les élèves d’un soutien

conditionnel de leurs parents dans le développement de l’anxiété d’évaluation.

L’hypothèse à tester est que la perception de compétence faible et le perfectionnisme

négatif que le soutien conditionnel parental contribue à générer agissent comme des

médiateurs de la relation entre un tel soutien et l’anxiété d’évaluation. Le soutien

conditionnel parental a été mesuré chez 434 élèves québécois francophones

(211 garçons) une première fois lorsqu’ils étaient en 5e année du primaire, puis de

nouveau les deux années suivantes. La perception de compétence et le perfection-

nisme négatif ont été mesurés à la quatrième année de l’étude et l’anxiété d’évaluation



l’a été à la cinquième année. L’hypothèse est partiellement confirmée, mais différem-

ment chez les garçons et chez les filles. Chez les premiers, la perception de compétence

est le seul médiateur significatif, alors que chez les secondes c’est le perfectionnisme

négatif qui l’est. La discussion se concentre sur les différences de genre et sur l’im-

portance d’un soutien parental inconditionnel dans le développement des jeunes.

ABSTRACT

Longitudinal study of conditional parental support in student evaluation
anxiety

Thérèse BOUFFARD

University of Quebec in Montreal, Quebec, Canada

Audrey MARQUIS-TRUDEAU

University of Quebec in Montreal, Quebec, Canada

Carole VEZEAU 

Lanaudière regional college in Joliette, Quebec, Canada

Evaluation anxiety is a disturbing emotion in the school context because it

diverts students’ attention from the task in favour of ruminations about themselves.

The objective of this study is to examine the role of students’ perceptions of conditio-

nal parental support in the development of evaluation anxiety. The hypothesis to test

is that the perception of low competence and negative perfectionism, to which

conditional parental support contributes, act as mediators of the relationship bet-

ween conditional support and evaluation anxiety. Conditional parental support was

measured in 434 Francophone students from Quebec (211 boys), once in grade 5, and

again two years later. Perceptions of competence and negative perfectionism were

measured in the 4th year of the study and evaluation anxiety was measured in the 5th

year. The hypothesis was partially confirmed, but with a difference between boys and

girls. Among boys, the perception of competence was the only significant mediator,

while among girls it was negative perfectionism. The discussion focuses on gender

differences and the importance of unconditional parental support in children’s deve-

lopment. 
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RESUMEN

Estudio longitudinal sobre el rol del apoyo condicional parental en la
ansiedad de la evaluación del alumno

Thérèse BOUFFARD

Universidad de Quebec en Montreal, Quebec, Canadá

Audrey MARQUIS-TRUDEAU

Universidad de Quebec en Montreal, Quebec, Canadá

Carole VEZEAU 

Colegio regional de Lanaudière en Joliette, Quebec, Canadá

La ansiedad provocada por la evaluación en contexto escolar es una emoción

perturbadora ya que desvía la atención del alumno del trabajo, la cual es suplantada

por especulaciones sobre sí mismo. La hipótesis por comprobar es que la percepción

de la competencia débil y el perfeccionismo negativo que el apoyo parental contri-

buye a generar actúan como mediadores de la relación entre el apoyo y la ansiedad

de la evaluación. El apoyo condicional parental fue evaluado entre 434 alumnos

francófonos quebequenses (211 muchachos) por primera vez cuando estaban en 5º

año de primaria y de nuevo los dos años siguientes. La percepción de la competen-

cia y el perfeccionismo negativo fueron evaluados durante el cuarto año de este estu-

dio y la ansiedad de la evaluación lo fue durante el quinto año del estudio. La

hipótesis se confirmó parcialmente, pero de manera diferencial entre los muchachos

y los muchachos. Entre los primeros, la percepción de la competencia fue el único

mediador significativo, mientras que entre las segundas fue el perfeccionismo nega-

tivo. La discusión se centra sobre las diferencias de género y sobre la importancia del

apoyo parental incondicional en el desarrollo de los jóvenes. 

Introduction

Espérer réussir son examen, se sentir excité, stimulé par la tâche ou, à l’inverse,

avoir peur d’échouer à son examen, se sentir anxieux, découragé par la tâche change-

t-il quelque chose dans le fonctionnement et la réussite de l’élève? Intuitivement, on

répondra oui à ces questions, et c’est aussi la réponse offerte par diverses approches

théoriques qui s’intéressent au rôle des émotions dans le fonctionnement intellec-

tuel. Dans les faits, autant les chercheurs que les enseignants dans leur salle de classe

considèrent généralement aujourd’hui que les émotions font partie intégrante des

expériences d’apprentissage. 
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Cet article présente les résultats d’une étude menée auprès d’élèves de 2e année

du secondaire chez qui ont été examinés les liens entre leur anxiété d’évaluation, une

émotion scolaire parmi les plus handicapantes en matière de fonctionnement sco-

laire et leur perception du soutien de leurs parents durant les trois années précé-

dentes. L’importance des manifestations de l’anxiété d’évaluation est telle que

Pekrun (2006) la considère comme l’émotion la plus perturbante sur le plan du fonc-

tionnement scolaire.

Le rôle des émotions dans le fonctionnement cognitif : 
les modèles de Pekrun, de Bandura et de Kuhl 
C’est assez unanimement que les chercheurs en cognition, en motivation et en

éducation reconnaissent l’importance des émotions associées aux situations d’ap-

prentissage et leur influence sur l’engagement cognitif et l’apprentissage (Bandura,

1986; Boekaerts, 1993; Govearts, 2006; Linnenbrink et Pintrich, 2004; Pekrun, Goetz,

Titz et Perry, 2002). Certains s’y sont arrêtés plus spécifiquement et leur ont fait une

place importante dans leur théorie.

Voulant cibler en particulier les émotions liées au fonctionnement scolaire,

Pekrun et ses collaborateurs (Pekrun, 2006; Pekrun et al., 2002) ont proposé une

théorie sociocognitive des émotions «académiques ». Ce modèle met l’accent sur des

liens présumés entre des caractéristiques environnementales (qualité de l’enseigne-

ment, valeurs privilégiées, rétroaction, etc.) pouvant agir sur les croyances motiva-

tionnelles de l’élève (perception de compétence, valeur de la tâche), ses émotions

(positives et négatives), ses apprentissages et ses performances. Selon ce modèle, en

situation d’apprentissage les croyances motivationnelles de l’élève contribuent à

générer des émotions positives comme le plaisir et l’espoir ou négatives comme l’en-

nui, la frustration ou la peur de l’échec. Ce modèle est dynamique et stipule une bidi-

rectionnalité dans les relations entre les croyances motivationnelles et les émotions,

les émotions ressenties dans une situation donnée pouvant en retour influencer les

croyances motivationnelles dans une situation subséquente. Enfin, il postule aussi

que divers mécanismes cognitifs et motivationnels, tels l’utilisation des stratégies, les

efforts et la persistance, médiatisent les effets des émotions sur l’apprentissage et la

performance. 

Cette théorie est fortement apparentée à celle du sentiment d’efficacité person-

nelle de Bandura (1986) proposant que l’évaluation de sa capacité à affronter une

situation prenne place dans un environnement particulier et génère des émotions.

Selon le verdict d’efficacité personnelle rendu, des émotions seraient ressenties :

négatives comme l’anxiété ou le découragement quand l’élève se juge incapable de

s’acquitter avec succès de la tâche, positives comme l’excitation ou le plaisir quand il

estime pouvoir la réussir. Ces émotions constitueraient un processus intermédiaire

entre le jugement porté sur son efficacité personnelle et la motivation soutenant

l’utilisation des processus cognitifs et métacognitifs : les émotions positives alimen-

tent et soutiennent la motivation, les émotions négatives la minent. Enfin, pour

Bandura, le lien entre le sentiment d’efficacité personnelle et les émotions est aussi

essentiellement bidirectionnel; l’information transmise par les émotions ressenties
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devant une tâche est traitée cognitivement par l’élève et, selon le résultat de ce trai-

tement, peut influencer positivement ou négativement le sentiment d’efficacité per-

sonnelle subséquent. Interpréter son stress devant la tâche comme un signe de

vulnérabilité ou comme un indice que les choses se passeront mal fragilise le senti-

ment d’efficacité personnelle. En revanche, ressentir du défi et de l’excitation devant

cette même tâche agit positivement sur ce sentiment.

De son côté, Kuhl (1985), dans sa théorie du contrôle de l’action, propose que

deux étapes se succèdent quand une personne considère un objectif quelconque. La

première est dite de motivation pré décisionnelle : la personne définit son but et

décide de s’y investir ou non. La seconde est celle de l’autorégulation et de l’action

où elle gère son activité et agit de manière à tenter d’atteindre son but. Dans ces deux

phases, la personne doit composer avec des intrusions susceptibles de faire obstacle

à sa démarche. Ces interférences peuvent être des buts ou des activités incompa-

tibles avec l’objectif initial ou, encore, des pensées, des sentiments et des émotions

liés à l’évaluation de son état personnel et de la situation. Ces intrusions nuisent à

l’action et à l’autorégulation en court-circuitant les processus attentionnels qui

devraient leur être consacrés. Ainsi, quand, au lieu de chercher des solutions aux

obstacles rencontrés durant la tâche, l’élève rumine sur ses échecs passés, se désole

de sa situation, se demande s’il va réussir et ce qui risque d’arriver s’il n’y parvient

pas, il détourne alors son attention et ses ressources de l’action pour sombrer dans

une orientation vers son état. Diverses études ont ainsi montré que la centration de

l’attention vers son état contribue à générer de l’affect négatif dans des situations dif-

ficiles (Koole et Jostmann, 2004) et plus d’humeur dépressive lors d’événements

stressants (Rholes, Michas et Shroff, 1989). Les élèves orientés vers leur état ont une

plus grande tendance à la procrastination et à des retards dans les échéances sco-

laires, ils s’absentent plus souvent au moment d’activités facultatives en classe, rap-

portent de l’hostilité à leur égard et obtiennent de moins bons résultats scolaires

(Beswick et Mann, 1994). 

En somme, autant chez Pekrun, chez Bandura que chez Kuhl, les émotions oc -

cupent une place centrale dans l’apprentissage et les relations émotion-cognition

sont vues comme réciproques. Si l’on reconnaît qu’il existe une diversité d’émotions

plaisantes et moins plaisantes liées aux apprentissages, l’anxiété d’évaluation est

celle qui a été le plus souvent étudiée (Frenzel, Pekrun et Goetz, 2007). Plus cette

anxiété est grande, plus le fonctionnement cognitif et scolaire de l’élève est perturbé

et moins bien celui-ci réussit (Bartels et Magun-Jackson, 2011; Putwain, 2007;

Warren, Ollendick et King, 1996).

Anxiété d’évaluation
L’anxiété est généralement décrite comme un état émotif désagréable caracté-

risé par un degré élevé de peur, d’inquiétude et d’appréhension à l’égard d’un objet

spécifique (Putwain, 2008), déclenché par des ressentis internes surgissant en

réponse à une menace perçue (Casbarro, 2004). L’anxiété d’évaluation serait un cas

particulier d’anxiété survenant dans une situation ou un contexte d’évaluation en

réaction à l’inquiétude d’être évalué, aux conséquences possibles en cas d’échec
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ainsi qu’aux ressentis et réactions physiques activés par la situation. Selon Zeidner

(1998, 2007), cette anxiété se concrétiserait par un ensemble de réponses phénomé-

nologiques, physiologiques et comportementales accompagnant l’inquiétude

engendrée par la peur de l’échec et des conséquences négatives pouvant s’ensuivre.

Les situations d’évaluation en contexte scolaire sont quotidiennes; selon le degré de

menace que représente le risque d’échouer, elles peuvent générer chez certains

élèves une anxiété profonde (Putwain, 2008; Putwain et Daniels, 2010). On estime

qu’entre 10 % et 40 % des élèves seraient affectés à un degré ou un autre (Gregor,

2005), et ce, dès l’âge de 7 ans (Connor, 2003). Selon Ergene (2003), ce serait le cas de

34 % à 41 % des élèves américains de la 3e à la 5e année du primaire.

Pour Lowe et ses collègues (Lowe et Lee, 2008; Lowe, Lee, Witteborg et al, 2008),

des facteurs physiologiques, psychologiques et sociaux contribueraient au dévelop-

pement de l’anxiété d’évaluation. Dans le cas particulier des facteurs sociaux, les

auteurs mentionnent la pression à la performance exercée par les parents. Les élèves

qui jugent que la qualité de leur performance est une condition importante pour

s’assurer une opinion favorable et le soutien de leurs parents seraient plus à risque

de développer une grande anxiété d’évaluation. Cela nous conduit à aborder la ques-

tion du soutien parental conditionnel.

Soutien parental conditionnel et anxiété d’évaluation
Harter (1990) définit le soutien conditionnel comme celui offert par autrui uni-

quement en contingence de l’atteinte des standards fixés. Les enfants qui perçoivent

un soutien conditionnel ne se sentent aimés et encouragés que s’ils arrivent à satis-

faire les exigences d’autrui; ils désavouent ou renient les parties de soi qui ne corres-

pondent pas à celles que valorisent leurs parents. En revanche, ceux qui bénéficient

d’un soutien inconditionnel se sentent encouragés et aimés pour ce qu’ils sont

comme personne et non pour ce qu’ils font. Concrètement, les parents offrant un

soutien conditionnel démontrent plus de chaleur et d’affection lorsque l’enfant se

comporte ainsi qu’ils le souhaitent et en démontrent moins lorsqu’il ne se comporte

pas comme attendu (Assor, Roth et Deci, 2004). Le soutien conditionnel offert est

propre à différents domaines, par exemple le domaine scolaire. Selon la théorie de

l’autodétermination (Assor, Roth et Deci, 2004; Deci et Ryan, 1985, 1995), la percep-

tion de l’élève que le soutien de ses parents est conditionnel à sa performance sco-

laire mène à la régulation introjectée. Par conséquent, l’élève intériorise les

contraintes parentales et ressent de la culpabilité lorsqu’il n’agit pas de la façon

attendue. Les attentes de ses parents se transforment en standards d’autoévaluation

contraignants : il vaut ce que vaut sa capacité à respecter leurs standards. 

Plusieurs études ont montré que la perception d’un tel soutien affecte le fonc-

tionnement psychologique et scolaire des élèves, que ce soit en termes de réactions

devant les succès et les échecs (Assor et Tal, 2012) ou d’autorégulation et de rende-

ment scolaires (Côté et Bouffard, 2014. L’étude de Côté et Bouffard (2011) conduite

chez des élèves du primaire a montré que la perception des élèves d’un soutien

conditionnel de leurs parents était liée à une autoévaluation biaisée et négative de

leur compétence. D’autres auteurs ont montré qu’en raison des sentiments de
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dépression (Harter, 1999; Harter et Marold, 1993), de la faible estime de soi (Assor,

Roth et Deci, 2004) et du désespoir (Harter et Marold, 1993; Harter, Marold, Whitesell

et Cobbs, 1996) qu’il engendre, le soutien conditionnel nuisait à l’adaptation psycho-

logique des élèves. Selon nous, ressentir qu’obtenir des résultats élevés à l’école est

une condition pour préserver l’amour et le soutien de ses parents est de nature à aug-

menter le sentiment de menace et l’anxiété associée aux situations d’évaluation.

Nous n’avons cependant trouvé aucune étude ayant examiné cette question; nous

nous y intéresserons donc dans la présente étude. Cela dit, des études ont montré

que le degré d’exigences parentales était lié au développement d’un perfectionnisme

négatif chez les enfants (Flett, Hewitt, Oliver et Macdonald, 2002; Frost, Marten,

Lahart et Rosenblate, 1990; Hamachek, 1978; Slaney et Ashby, 1996). Dès lors, on peut

s’interroger sur la nature des rapports entre le sentiment de l’enfant que le soutien de

ses parents est soumis à sa capacité de satisfaire leurs attentes, d’une part, et son

anxiété d’évaluation et son perfectionnisme négatif, d’autre part. 

Soutien conditionnel, perfectionnisme négatif, perception de 
compétence et anxiété d’évaluation
Frost, Marten, Lahart et Rosenblate (1990) ont défini le perfectionnisme comme

l’établissement d’exigences excessivement élevées, accompagné de critiques et d’éva -

luations de soi négatives récurrentes. Caractérisé par un style de pensée dichoto-

mique et une tendance à la généralisation à partir de quelques aspects jugés négatifs,

le perfectionnisme serait, selon Beck (1976), dysfonctionnel sur le plan cognitif. Une

composante importante du perfectionnisme négatif est le sentiment de l’écart entre

les standards de performance poursuivis et leur atteinte s’exprimant par une sensi-

bilité élevée à l’erreur et le sentiment de ne pas avoir le droit d’en commettre. Cette

dimension est considérée comme un indicateur fiable d’un perfectionnisme négatif

et a été corrélée avec la détresse psychologique (Rice, Vergara et Aldea, 2006). Selon

plusieurs auteurs (Flett et al., 2002; Frost et al., 1990; Hamachek, 1978; Slaney et

Ashby, 1996), un contexte où les enfants sont exposés sur plusieurs années à un cli-

mat émotionnel qui souligne les conséquences négatives de faire des erreurs et où

leurs parents les placent dans des situations qui mettent en avant l’atteinte de stan-

dards élevés favoriserait le développement d’un perfectionnisme négatif.

Cette recherche de perfection et la peur de l’échec qui lui est associée pour-

raient s’accompagner d’effets négatifs sur la perception de compétence scolaire de

l’élève. En effet, se fixant ainsi des standards de performance élevés pour se sentir

approuvé par ses parents, l’élève peut la plupart du temps avoir l’impression qu’il

n’atteindra jamais – sinon rarement – ces standards et qu’il est peu compétent. C’est

bien ce qu’ont montré plusieurs études menées chez des participants d’âges variés

(Bouffard, Vezeau, Chouinard et Marcotte, 2006; Flett et al., 2002; Grzegorek, Rice,

Slaney et Franze, 2004). Sur le plan du fonctionnement scolaire de l’élève, les consé-

quences associées à une perception de compétence scolaire faible sont nombreuses :

moins de persévérance et d’autonomie, préférence pour les travaux comportant peu

de défis, anxiété accrue en situation d’évaluation, etc. (voir Bouffard, Pansu, Boissicat

et Vezeau, 2013 pour une recension des écrits). Dans une étude conduite chez des
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élèves de la 4e année du primaire, Hascoët, Pansu et Bouffard (2013) ont montré que

le soutien conditionnel parental était lié négativement à la perception de compé-

tence scolaire des filles et des garçons, mais que cette relation était parfaitement

médiatisée par le perfectionnisme négatif chez les garçons et en partie seulement

chez les filles. Les auteurs ont aussi observé que la perception des élèves du soutien

conditionnel de leurs enseignants était, là encore, liée négativement à la perception

de compétence scolaire des filles et des garçons. Cependant, cette relation n’était

médiatisée qu’en partie par le perfectionnisme négatif chez les garçons, alors qu’elle

l’était complètement chez les filles. Une limite de cette étude est de n’avoir qu’une

seule source d’information, l’élève lui-même ayant été interrogé sur toutes les

variables au même moment. Le problème de variance commune partagée est impor-

tant ici et limite sérieusement l’interprétation des résultats.

La présente étude

L’étude, qui s’est déroulée sur une période de quatre ans, a débuté quand les

élèves étaient en 5e année du primaire. Sauf une vingtaine de jeunes ayant redoublé

une année, tous les élèves étaient en 2e secondaire à la dernière année de l’étude.

Le premier objectif de l’étude était d’examiner si la perception récurrente du

jeune d’un soutien parental conditionnel au cours des trois premières années était

liée à son anxiété d’évaluation à la quatrième année. Selon l’hypothèse à tester, plus

le degré moyen de soutien parental conditionnel rapporté par les élèves serait élevé,

plus leur anxiété d’évaluation serait grande.

Le deuxième objectif consistait à vérifier si le perfectionnisme négatif et la per-

ception de compétence scolaire étaient des médiateurs de la relation entre le degré

moyen de soutien parental conditionnel rapporté par les élèves durant les trois pre-

mières années de l’étude et leur anxiété d’évaluation rapportée à la quatrième année.

Selon l’hypothèse à tester, la relation entre la perception des élèves d’un soutien

parental conditionnel et leur anxiété d’évaluation serait médiatisée par leur perfec-

tionnisme négatif et leur perception de compétence scolaire. Pour réduire le pro-

blème de variance commune associé au fait d’avoir des données ne provenant que

d’une source d’information (un seul répondant) et recueillies lors d’une même

séance, les mesures de perfectionnisme négatif et de perception de compétence ont

été prises l’avant-dernière année de l’étude, soit un an avant la mesure d’anxiété

d’évaluation.

Enfin, les études sur la perception du soutien parental conditionnel restent peu

nombreuses, la question des différences de sexe est rarement abordée et les conclu-

sions des études l’ayant examinée divergent. Dans son étude chez des jeunes du

secondaire, Seidah (2004) a montré que les garçons percevaient plus de conditionna-

lité dans le soutien de leurs parents que les filles, cela étant vrai du début à la fin du

secondaire. Hascoët et al. (2013) ont montré que le rôle médiateur du perfection-

nisme négatif dans la relation entre la perception d’un tel soutien et la perception de

compétence scolaire différait selon le sexe des élèves. Cependant, Assor et Tall (2012)
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n’ont trouvé aucune différence de sexe dans les relations entre la perception du sou-

tien parental et l’évitement de défis dans des situations présentant des risques

d’échec. En conséquence, une attention particulière sera portée à ce facteur dans les

analyses.

Méthodologie

Participants 
Les 434 élèves québécois francophones (211 garçons) participant à cette étude

faisaient partie d’un projet longitudinal plus vaste portant sur le développement des

perceptions de compétence. Ils ont été recrutés en 5e année du primaire (âge

moyen = 11,2 ans, e.t. = 0,40) et étaient scolarisés dans neuf écoles publiques de la

région urbaine de Montréal parmi lesquelles deux se trouvaient en milieu socioéco-

nomique faible, cinq en milieu socioéconomique moyen et deux autres en milieu

aisé. Au secondaire, ils étaient dans 23 écoles : 18 étaient des écoles publiques, dont

deux destinées à des élèves ayant des besoins spécifiques divers (un centre de forma-

tion professionnelle et une école pour élèves avec des difficultés d’apprentissage) et

sept autres étaient des écoles privées. Cette diversité des établissements d’enseigne-

ment assure une bonne représentativité de l’échantillon des élèves participant à

l’étude. Le consentement parental a été obtenu pour chaque élève participant et 95%

des parents ont donné leur accord. 

Instruments

Habiletés cognitives
Le niveau d’habiletés cognitives d’un élève peut être lié à certaines des variables

de l’étude, comme la perception de compétence ou le perfectionnisme. Aussi, de

manière à contrôler leur effet potentiel, les habiletés cognitives des élèves ont été

mesurées à l’aide de la version française du Otis-Lennon Mental Ability Test

(Sarrazin, McInnis et Vaillancourt, 1985). Ce questionnaire comporte 80 questions

faisant appel à diverses notions (p. ex. sériation, comparaison, etc.) destinées à

mesurer les capacités du sujet à raisonner de façon générale. Le nombre total de

bonnes réponses est transformé en un score d’habileté mentale à l’aide d’un tableau

de concordance, élaboré par les auteurs, permettant la transformation du score brut

obtenu en un score moyen d’habileté cognitive variant de 50 à 150. Cette mesure n’a

été prise qu’au premier temps de l’étude.

Pour tous les instruments qui suivent, le format de réponse des instruments

sou mis aux élèves leur demandait d’indiquer sur une échelle de type Likert allant de

1 (pas du tout) à 4 (tout à fait) à quel point ils considéraient être semblables à l’élève

fictif décrit dans chacun des énoncés. L’étude plus vaste à laquelle participaient les

élèves comprenait l’examen de certains aspects pouvant paraître menaçants. Selon

Harter (1982), en montrant que d’autres jeunes peuvent présenter des caractéristiques
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ou des comportements comme ceux décrits dans les énoncés, le recours à un élève

fictif permet de diminuer l’aspect de menace. Plus le score moyen des énoncés était

élevé, plus cela indiquait que l’élève présentait la caractéristique en question. 

Perceptions de compétence scolaire
La version française (Guilbert, 1990) de la sous-échelle de perception de compé-

tence scolaire du Perceived Competence Scale for Children (Harter, 1982) a été utili-

sée pour mesurer la perception qu’ont les élèves de leur compétence scolaire.

L’instrument comprend cinq énoncés (α = 0,78), dont celui-ci : « Cet élève réussit très

bien ses travaux scolaires. »

Perfectionnisme négatif
Le perfectionnisme négatif a été mesuré à l’aide de la version française de

Seidah, Bouffard et Vezeau (2002) adaptée de l’échelle de perfectionnisme positif et

négatif de Terry-Short, Owens, Slade et Dewey (1995). Cette échelle comprend six

énoncés (α = 0,78), dont voici un exemple : « Cet élève pense que s’il fait une faute,

c’est comme si tout son travail était mauvais. »

Soutien parental conditionnel
La perception des élèves d’un soutien parental conditionnel a été mesurée par

sept énoncés (α = 0,78) tirés de la version en langue française (Seidah, 2004) de la

sous-échelle pour les parents de la Social Support Scale for Children and Adolescents

(Harter, 1985). L’énoncé qui suit est un exemple : « Cet élève sent que ses parents l’ai-

ment moins quand il fait des erreurs. » 

Anxiété scolaire
Cinq énoncés adaptés d’une échelle d’anxiété-dépression tirée du Child

Behavior Checklist (Achenbach, 1991) a servi à mesurer l’anxiété scolaire. Les énon-

cés étaient reformulés afin d’être relatifs aux situations d’évaluation scolaire. Voici un

exemple : « Cet élève se sent mal quand il a un examen à l’école. » La consistance

interne est satisfaisante (α = 0,84).

Procédure
Les élèves ont été rencontrés en groupe durant les heures normales de classe. Au

premier temps de mesure, chaque groupe a été vu à deux reprises. La première ren-

contre a servi à compléter la mesure des habiletés scolaires et la seconde, tenue envi-

ron un mois plus tard, a servi à compléter les mesures du projet plus vaste, y compris

celle de leur perception du soutien conditionnel parental. Cette dernière mesure a

été reprise aux deux années suivantes. À la troisième année de l’étude, le perfection-

nisme négatif et la perception de compétence scolaire ont été mesurés et l’anxiété

d’évaluation l’a été l’année suivante. Au début de chaque rencontre, il était rappelé

aux élèves qu’ils pouvaient refuser de répondre ou arrêter de le faire à n’importe quel

moment, et ce, sans conséquence. 
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Résultats

Liens entre soutien parental conditionnel, perception de compétence,
perfectionnisme et anxiété scolaire
Une analyse de corrélation a d’abord examiné si la perception des élèves d’un

soutien parental conditionnel était momentanée ou durable. Le trop petit nombre

d’élèves venant des deux écoles secondaires à vocation particulière n’a pas permis de

tenir compte de ce facteur dans les analyses. Cependant, la comparaison des résul-

tats de l’analyse conduite en incluant ces élèves avec celle les excluant montre que

les coefficients sont quasi identiques à une décimale près. Une autre analyse a

ensuite été menée séparément chez les garçons et chez les filles. Devant l’absence de

différence dans les relations entre les variables selon le sexe des élèves, l’analyse a été

reprise pour l’échantillon total. Les coefficients de corrélation entre deux temps de

mesure adjacents variaient de 0,67 à 0,58 et celui entre l’an 1 et l’an 3 était de 0,37.

Afin d’avoir une mesure d’une perception de soutien parental conditionnel durable,

un score moyen a été calculé entre les trois temps de mesure.

Tableau 1.  Matrice de corrélation entre les variables indépendante, dépendante et

les médiatrices

Le tableau 1 présente la matrice de corrélation entre les variables à l’étude selon

le sexe des élèves. L’examen de ce tableau indique clairement que, comme le postule

la première hypothèse, la perception d’un soutien parental conditionnel calculée sur

une période de trois ans est positivement liée à l’anxiété scolaire rapportée par les

garçons et les filles à la quatrième année de l’étude. Son examen permet aussi de

noter que toutes les conditions requises pour une analyse de médiation sont bien

respectées. En effet, outre la relation entre les variables indépendante et dépendante,

ces deux mêmes variables sont liées significativement à chacune des deux variables

médiatrices pressenties. Enfin, la relation observée chez les filles entre le perfection-

nisme négatif et l’anxiété scolaire (r = 0,38) est significativement plus élevée (z = 2,25,

p < 0,03) que celle observée chez les garçons (r = 0,18).
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Soutien parental
conditionnel

Perfectionnisme
négatif

Perception de
compétence

Anxiété scolaire

Soutien parental
conditionnel

-

0,36

-0,37

0,19

Perfectionnisme
négatif

0,28

-

-0,22

0,38

Perception de
compétence

-0,43

-0,31

-

-0,18

Anxiété scolaire

0,20

0,18

-0,25

-

Note : Les coefficients au-dessus de la diagonale sont ceux des garçons et ceux sous la diagonale sont ceux des filles. Tous
les coefficients sont significatifs (p < 0,01).



Test de l’hypothèse de médiation
Comme notre deuxième hypothèse impliquait la présence de deux médiateurs,

une analyse de médiation multiple a été effectuée (Preacher et Hayes, 2008). L’analyse

de médiation est une technique statistique permettant d’identifier les processus  res -

ponsables de l’effet d’une variable indépendante, ici la perception du soutien condition -

nel parental, sur une variable dépendante, ici l’anxiété d’évaluation. La médiation

permet de distinguer, dans l’anxiété d’évaluation, ce qui est directement imputable

au soutien parental conditionnel et ce qui relève plutôt de l’intervention de facteurs

intermédiaires, ici le perfectionnisme négatif et la perception de compétence.

Afin de faciliter l’interprétation, toutes les variables ont été standardisées et ces

scores ont été utilisés dans l’analyse. De manière à contrôler son effet éventuel, le

score d’habiletés mentales des élèves a été utilisé en covariable. Au vu des différences

de sexe observées par Hascoët et al. (2013) dans le rôle médiateur du perfection-

nisme négatif, les analyses ont été conduites séparément chez les garçons et les filles. 

La figure 1 illustre le modèle de médiation observé chez les garçons. Les résul-

tats indiquent que seul l’effet médiateur de la perception de compétence est signifi-

catif (F(4,206) = 6,01, p < 0,001). Plus les garçons jugent conditionnel le soutien de

leurs parents, plus leurs perceptions sont faibles et leur anxiété scolaire est élevée. La

relation directe entre le soutien parental conditionnel et l’anxiété scolaire n’est plus

significative. (c’1 = 0,16). Une analyse de régression hiérarchique a permis d’explorer

l’importance de cet effet. Le pourcentage de variance expliqué par la perception du

soutien parental conditionnel dans l’anxiété scolaire passe de 0,064 à 0,03 quand ce

soutien est entré dans l’analyse comme seul prédicteur, comparativement à quand il

est entré après la perception de compétence. Ainsi, cette dernière explique 3,4 % de

la variance dans l’anxiété scolaire des garçons, ce qui correspond à 53 % (0,034/0,064)

de l’effet total du soutien parental conditionnel. 
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Figure 1. Effet de médiation chez les garçons

Figure 2. Effet de médiation chez les filles

La figure 2 illustre le modèle de médiation observé chez les filles. Les résultats

indiquent que le seul effet médiateur significatif est cette fois celui du perfection-

nisme négatif (F(4,218) = 12,04, p < 0,001). Plus les filles jugent conditionnel le sou-

tien de leurs parents, plus leur perfectionnisme négatif et leur anxiété scolaire sont

élevés. La relation directe entre le soutien parental conditionnel et l’anxiété scolaire

n’est plus significative (c’ = 0,06). L’analyse de régression hiérarchique indique que le
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Anxiété scolaire

Perception de
compétence scolaire

Perfectionnisme 
négatif

Soutien parental 
conditionnel

0,16   (0,32**)

0,32**(n. s.) 0,13

0,50** -0,22*

Test de médiation de la perception de compétence et du perfectionnisme négatif dans l’anxiété 
scolaire chez les garçons (F(4,206) = 6,01, p < 0,001)

*p < 0,01, **p < 0,001

Note : La valeur entre parenthèses sur la ligne pointillée est celle avant l’introduction des médiateurs. La valeur en dehors
de la parenthèse est celle après leur introduction.

Anxiété scolaire

Perception de
compétence scolaire

Perfectionnisme 
négatif

Soutien parental 
conditionnel

0,06   (0,32**)

0,44**

(n. s.)

0,58**

-0,48** -0,08

Test de médiation de la perception de compétence et du perfectionnisme négatif dans l’anxiété 
scolaire (F(4,218) = 12,04, p < 0,001)

*p < 0,01, **p < 0,001

Note : La valeur entre parenthèses sur la ligne pointillée est celle avant l’introduction des médiateurs. La valeur en dehors
de la parenthèse est celle après leur introduction.



pourcentage de variance expliqué par la perception du soutien parental conditionnel

dans l’anxiété scolaire passe de 0,14 à 0,03 quand ce soutien est entré dans l’analyse

comme seul prédicteur, comparativement à quand il est entré après le perfection-

nisme négatif. Ainsi, ce dernier explique 11 % de la variance dans l’anxiété scolaire

des filles, ce qui correspond à 82 % (0,11/0,14) de l’effet total du soutien parental

conditionnel. 

Discussion

Cette étude s’est intéressée au rôle des parents dans le développement de

l’anxiété scolaire, une émotion très handicapante dans le fonctionnement des élèves.

La dimension du rôle parental examinée est la nature du soutien que leur enfant per-

çoit recevoir de leur part. Des études ont déjà montré que des jeunes qui perçoivent

que leurs parents sont disponibles et soutenants rapportent moins de symptômes

dépressifs et de comportements violents que ceux qui sont moins certains du soutien

de leurs parents (Marcotte, Marcotte et Bouffard, 2002; Seidah, 2004; Sheeber, Hops,

Alpert, Davis et Andrews, 1997; Silverthorn et Crombie, 2002; Werner et Silbereisen,

2003). Dans la présente étude, nous avons centré notre attention sur le soutien pa -

rental conditionnel qui est celui dont la disponibilité n’est pas acquise, mais qui

repose sur le respect par l’enfant de certains standards.

L’hypothèse générale était la suivante. Le développement d’un perfectionnisme

négatif chez l’enfant serait favorisé par le fait d’être exposé durant plusieurs années

à un climat émotionnel où sont soulignées les conséquences négatives de ses erreurs

et d’avoir des parents qui le placent dans des situations où l’accent est mis sur l’at-

teinte de standards élevés. Cette recherche de perfection et la peur de l’échec lui

étant associée s’accompagneraient d’effets négatifs sur la perception de compétence

scolaire de l’élève. Un perfectionnisme négatif élevé et une perception de compé-

tence faible seraient les mécanismes par lesquels la perception du soutien parental

conditionnel agirait sur le développement de l’anxiété d’évaluation de l’élève. Cette

hypothèse générale est partiellement confirmée, mais de façon différente chez les

garçons et chez les filles.

Chez les premiers, l’effet de médiation passe exclusivement par la perception de

compétence et chez les secondes par le perfectionnisme négatif. Ce résultat est inat-

tendu et l’absence d’étude antérieure sur la relation entre la perception du soutien

parental conditionnel et l’anxiété d’évaluation et les processus impliqués n’aide pas

à l’expliquer. L’étude se rapprochant le plus de celle-ci est celle de Assor et Tall (2012)

menée auprès d’adolescents. Les auteurs ont observé, autant chez les garçons que

chez les filles, un effet de médiation complet de l’autodépréciation de leur compé-

tence à la suite d’un échec dans la relation entre la perception du soutien parental

conditionnel et la recherche de défi dans des tâches où le succès était incertain.

Notons qu’aucune mesure de perfectionnisme n’a cependant été prise dans cette

dernière étude et que l’échantillon était relativement petit. En outre, le fait que les

jeunes répondaient à toutes les variables au même temps de mesure soulève un
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important problème d’autocorrélation et une limite sérieuse aux conclusions. Cela

dit, l’explication qui suit des résultats de notre étude mériterait d’être examinée

directement dans une étude future. 

Certains auteurs ont montré que les garçons accordent une importance plus

grande que les filles à la compétition et au fait de vouloir être meilleurs que leurs

pairs (Booth et Nolen, 2009; Gneezy et Rustichini, 2004). Cela pourrait faire que l’as-

sociation de leur perception de compétence au soutien conditionnel de leurs parents

augmenterait le caractère menaçant des activités d’évaluation, les rendant ainsi plus

vulnérables et anxieux devant ces dernières. Pour les filles, plaire à leurs parents et

atteindre les standards élevés attendus d’elles serait plus important que pour les

 garçons (Deslandes et Cloutier, 2000). Ressentir que l’atteinte de tels standards est

associée à la disponibilité du soutien de leurs parents augmenterait le caractère

menaçant des situations d’évaluation, les rendant plus anxieuses devant celles-ci et

la possibilité de commettre des erreurs. La relation effectivement plus étroite obser-

vée chez les filles que chez les garçons entre le perfectionnisme négatif et l’anxiété

d’évaluation donne un certain crédit à cette explication. 

Il y a déjà longtemps, Rogers (1959) avançait que ceux qui se sentent aimés et

soutenus de manière conditionnelle en arrivent à désavouer les parties d’eux qui

semblent ne pas être valorisées par autrui et à ne s’apprécier que s’ils parviennent à

se comporter comme autrui le souhaite. À la suite de Rogers, Harter (1992) défend

aussi l’idée que la forme de soutien parental la plus propice au développement posi-

tif et au fonctionnement de l’enfant est celle où il se sent aimé pour qui il est et non

pour ce qu’il accomplit. Selon Assor et Tal (2012), le soutien conditionnel parental est

une forme de contrôle psychologique : les attentes des parents sont intériorisées et

l’enfant doit s’efforcer de les atteindre pour éviter d’avoir honte et pour sentir qu’il a

de la valeur (Assor, Vansteenkiste et Kaplan, 2009). Comme l’a montré pour la pre-

mière fois la présente étude, une perception soutenue d’un tel soutien est propice au

développement de caractéristiques préjudiciables au devenir scolaire des jeunes. 

Il est de plus en plus reconnu que la conditionnalité du soutien parental est

associée à des retombées psychologiques et scolaires négatives, mais peu d’études ont

examiné les raisons pour lesquelles certains parents soit apportent un tel soutien à

leur enfant, soit utilisent des pratiques laissant croire que c’est le cas. Les recherches

futures devraient s’intéresser à cerner les caractéristiques parentales qui prédisent le

caractère conditionnel réel ou apparent de leur soutien. D’autres études devraient

aussi examiner les conséquences à plus long terme d’un soutien parental condition-

nel s’inscrivant dans une durée plus longue que celle de cette étude, de même que la

nature de ces conséquences sur d’autres dimensions du développement des jeunes.

Enfin, le soutien de l’enseignant est reconnu comme un facteur important dans le

fonctionnement des élèves (Goodenow, 1993; Hamre et Pianta, 2001; Klem et

Connell, 2004; Lévesque-Guillemette, Bouffard et Vezeau, sous presse; Reddy, Rhodes

et Mulhall, 2003), de sorte que l’examen de l’impact de la perception des élèves de sa

nature conditionnelle apparaît essentiel.

Sur le plan de l’intervention, les résultats différentiels selon le sexe des jeunes

peuvent suggérer des pistes d’action également différentes. Ainsi, chez les garçons
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présentant une anxiété élevée d’évaluation, une attention particulière pourrait être

accordée à leur perception de compétence, alors que chez les filles l’accent pourrait

être mis sur leur perfectionnisme négatif. Dans les deux cas, cependant, l’interven-

tion devrait explorer la clairvoyance des jeunes quant à la nature du soutien de leurs

parents. Dans l’étude de Hascoët et al. (2013), une relation de 0,65 est apparue dans

la perception des jeunes d’un soutien conditionnel de la part de leurs parents et de

leur enseignant. Cela laisse à penser que la perception du caractère conditionnel du

soutien peut venir d’un biais dans l’interprétation par les jeunes des commentaires,

pratiques et attentes des adultes envers eux. Pour autant, les adultes signifiants,

parents comme enseignants, devraient être prévenus de l’effet délétère de la percep-

tion des jeunes d’un soutien conditionnel de leur part et de l’importance d’éviter

d’associer, implicitement ou explicitement, leur acceptation et leur soutien à la satis-

faction par le jeune de leurs attentes.
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“Now I Know I Can Make a Difference”: Generativity and Activity
Engagement as Predictors of Meaning Making in Adolescents

and Emerging Adults

Heather L. Lawford
Bishop’s University and Brock University

Heather L. Ramey
Humber Institute of Technology & Advanced Learning

and Brock University

This study examined generativity (concern for future generations as a legacy of the self) and activity
engagement as predictors of meaning making in young people’s personal accounts of their key activity
experiences. We elicited stories regarding events within participants’ “most engaging activity,” self-
reports on generativity, and behavioral participation and psychological engagement in activities in 2
separate samples: an emerging adult sample and an adolescent sample. The stories were coded for
meaning making, defined as degree of insight into individuals’ understanding of themselves or the world
(McLean & Pratt, 2006). Psychological engagement, but not behavioral participation, was positively
associated with meaning making. Moreover, generativity was significantly and positively related to
psychological engagement, and predicted meaning making, even after controlling for psychological
engagement. Findings suggest that different types of activities can offer a potential context for fostering
early generativity and meaning making, and that generativity in adolescence and emerging adulthood is
related to the development of insight and meaning making.

Keywords: activity engagement, generativity, adolescence, emerging adults, narratives

Making meaning of life events, evinced in the telling of personal
stories that show insight, demonstrates the capacity to integrate
interpretations of important life events into an overall sense of self.
The expression of learning or gaining insight from an experience,
which has been referred to as meaning making, has been previ-
ously linked to optimism, mature identity status, and psychological
well-being in late adolescence and emerging adulthood (McLean
& Pratt, 2006; Tavernier & Willoughby, 2012). Emerging adult-
hood refers to a novel developmental stage of youth, between
adolescence and young adulthood (roughly ages 18–29), who are
primarily focused on identity exploration, as proposed by Arnett
(2000). The process of making meaning through personal narra-
tives has been established as a key process in the developmental

course of self-concept in this age group (McLean, Pasupathi, &
Pals, 2007). That said, research exploring predictors of narrative
meaning making is not well established. The current study focuses
on generativity and activity engagement as important potential
predictors of meaning making in personal narratives of adolescents
and emerging adults.

Past research has connected meaning making with generativity,
defined as care and concern for future generations (Erikson, 1959/
1969; McAdams, Diamond, de St. Aubin, & Mansfield, 1997;
McLean & Pratt, 2006). For example, McLean and Pratt found that
higher levels of generativity in emerging adults were associated
with meaning making in life stories. The contexts of the narratives
examined in this past research, however, have often involved
stories regarding self-identified turning points in late adolescents
or emerging adults’ lives, leaving meaning making in other con-
texts largely unexplored.

Out-of-school activities, as potentially self-selected contexts for
youth development, might provide unique alternative opportunities
for research on the development of generativity and meaning
making. Larson (2000) proposed that activities are ideal contexts
for young people to develop the skills and motivation to thrive in
adulthood. Accordingly, the purpose of the current study was to
examine links between activity engagement, generativity, and
meaning making in activity stories in adolescents and emerging
adults.

Meaning Making in Personal Narratives

As people tell stories that they view as meaningful for their own
developmental trajectories (Syed & Azmitia, 2008), and as narra-
tives are a social and cultural construction of the self, it is not
surprising that themes of meaning making are commonly identi-
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fied in personal narratives (McAdams et al., 1997; Syed & Azmi-
tia, 2008). Past research by McLean and Pratt (2006) has demon-
strated the possibility of coding emerging adults’ narratives for
sophistication of meaning making. McLean and Pratt differentiated
between lesser meaning making, or “lessons,” where learning is
only be applied to similar or parallel situations, and greater mean-
ing making, or “insight,” where learning takes a broader focus on
other aspects of the self (see also McLean & Thorne, 2003).
Higher scores were given to stories with greater complexity of
meaning, with the highest scores given for narratives that demon-
strated participants’ insight into their understanding of themselves,
others, or the world.

The ability to reflect upon the larger implications of a particular
event, and specifically to draw meaning from that event, might be
a developing skill in adolescents and emerging adults, as they are
shaping coherent life stories (Habermas & Bluck, 2000). Haber-
mas and de Silveira (2008) found increases in narrative coherence
from middle childhood to emerging adulthood (age 20) and Bluck
and Glück (2004) found that, as individuals entered emerging
adulthood, there was an overall increase in generalizing lessons to
different aspects of life. Often, narrative research in these younger
populations has focused on stories of a particular event, as these
likely represent the developmental starting point for a fully inte-
grated life story found in later adulthood (McLean et al., 2007).
McLean and Thorne (2003) examined meaning making in adoles-
cents’ and emerging adults’ personal narratives about parents and
peers. Although they found that, when adolescents and emerging
adults told stories about themselves at age 14, meaning making and
insight were equally present in participants of both ages, McLean
and Breen (2009) found that meaning making increased between
ages 14 and 18. Further, studies conducted since have indicated
that meaning making continues to develop across adolescence
(McAdams & McLean, 2013).

The reason for the discrepancies between these studies of age-
related differences in meaning making is unclear. Possibly, certain
types of stories (such as conflict) are more conducive to generating
insight and therefore could appear earlier, but further study of story
type and age is needed. Developmental differences are likely
related to cognitive changes (McLean, Syed, Yoder, & Greenhoot,
2014), and might also be linked to gender (McLean & Breen,
2009). In previous studies, age and gender have been implicated in
narrative length and coherence (Bohn & Berntsen, 2008). Further-
more, studies have found that gender is important in predicting
how narrative characteristics relate to outcomes, such as identity
and self-esteem (McLean & Breen, 2009).

Early Generative Concern and Meaning Making

Generativity is a multifaceted construct including, but not lim-
ited to, motivations, intentions, and behaviors aimed at benefiting
future generations and leaving a lasting and positive mark on the
world (Erikson, 1959/1969). Generativity overlaps with other
prosocial constructs, such as civic engagement and prosociality; it
differs in that it includes concern for future generations, as well as
both a focus on the self with respect to advancing a legacy and a
focus on benefitting others. It is also related to volunteering, which
is itself considered a generative act under certain circumstances
(McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992), although not all volunteer work
stems from a generative motivation (e.g., Gage & Thapa, 2012).

Generativity also has been theoretically linked to sense of purpose
(Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003; Pratt & Lawford, 2014). Purpose
is defined as a stable and generalized intention to accomplish
something meaningful to the self while engaging in a positive and
productive manner with the rest of the world (Damon et al., 2003).
Although there is considerable overlap between the two constructs,
generativity refers to a broader underlying motivation to benefit
future generations, whereas sense of purpose involves a particular
target or long-term goal.

Although a majority of research on generativity has focused
solely on midlife, other researchers have uncovered a developmen-
tal course of concern for future generations. According to Stewart
and Vandewater (1998), capacity for generativity “gathers force”
(p. 76) in emerging adulthood. They found that generative moti-
vations peaked in early adulthood, whereas accomplishment of
generativity increased across midlife and later years. In late ado-
lescence and emerging adulthood, generativity has been associated
with identity growth, relationship quality, and self-esteem (Frensch,
Pratt, & Norris, 2007; Lawford, Doyle, & Markiewicz, 2013). Mc-
Adams and de St. Aubin (1992) developed a multicomponent
model of generativity that is widely used in current research, the
most studied element of which is generative concern. Generative
concern refers to the motivation for, or goal of, making a positive
contribution toward younger generations or community/society at
large (Erikson, 1959/1969; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992).
Generative concern appears to be a key marker for early develop-
ment of generativity, and past research in the area has used the
terms generativity and generative concern interchangeably (e.g.,
Lawford, Pratt, Hunsberger, & Pancer, 2005). In fact, a recent
longitudinal study has found considerable stability in adolescent
generative concern across a 3-year period (Lawford et al., 2013).
Other longitudinal research suggests that positive parenting plays
a role in the development of early generative concern (Lawford et
al., 2005).

According to Erikson’s theory, successful resolution of the
identity crisis would precede a greater focus on generative con-
cerns. Empirical research has supported this claim (Beaumont &
Pratt, 2011; Busch & Hofer, 2011). Recent research, however, has
found that identity work extends well beyond adolescence into
emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000; Schwartz, Côté, & Arnett,
2005). In fact, recent research on an emerging adult sample found
significant associations between maturity in identity development
and concepts related to generativity including prosocial tendencies
and religiosity (Padilla-Walker, Barry, Carroll, Madsen, & Nelson,
2008).

Current research suggests that, through personal narratives, in-
dividuals give generativity meaning in their lives. As already
noted, McLean and Pratt (2006) examined meaning making in
turning point stories and found significant associations between
generativity and meaning making. Since that time, mounting evi-
dence has supported the association between generativity and
personal narratives, although not meaning making, in a number of
contexts, including environmentalism (Alisat, Norris, Pratt, Mat-
suba, & McAdams, 2014; Pratt, Norris, Alisat, & Bisson, 2013),
moral stories (Pratt, Arnold, & Lawford, 2009), and stories about
close relationships (Mackinnon, Nosko, Pratt, & Norris, 2011).
Further, generative narratives represent a key component in Mc-
Adams’s model of generativity, whereby the components of gen-
erativity culminate in a narrative that follows a “commitment
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script.” For example, McAdams and colleagues (1997) have es-
tablished themes of redemption as characteristic of the commit-
ment script. As such, generative adults tend to frame their expe-
riences whereby negative events are linked with positive outcomes.
This redemptive framework echoes the construct of meaning making
in that these sequences are inherently complex and the lessons of the
negative event are connected to a positive outcome further on in the
life story. Past research has examined meaning making in narratives
regarding parents, peers, and self-identified turning points in youth’s
lives (e.g., Tavernier & Willoughby, 2012), however, out-of-school
activities (e.g., sports, volunteering) might provide distinct contexts
for various dimensions of positive development.

Activity Participation and Meaning Making

Research on activity engagement has found that activities that
are structured and connect youth to the outside world (i.e., “outside
the self”) are developmentally beneficial (Pancer, Rose-Krasnor,
& Loiselle, 2002, p. 49). Larson (2000) notably argued that out-
of-school activities prepare individuals for successful adulthood
through specialized experiences that include a high level of intrin-
sic motivation as well as a high level of attention. Thus, out-of-
school activities are useful in growing developmental assets in
youth as they transition into adulthood. As such, activities can
introduce young people to a specific goal that might serve as a
sense of purpose, or alternatively can offer the practice and expe-
rience that allow youth to advance a preestablished sense of
purpose (Sharp, Coatsworth, Darling, Cumsille, & Ranieri, 2007).
Recent work by Malin, Reilly, Quinn, and Moran (2014) suggests
that purpose, which overlaps with meaning, can develop in activ-
ities as youth encounter opportunities to enact their intentions to
affect the world beyond the self. Activity participation in youth is
linked to a number of benefits, including academic success and
overall well-being, as well as lower levels of risk factors (Ma-
honey, Larson, Eccles, & Lord, 2005; Ramey et al., 2010). How-
ever, these types of contexts appear to be previously unexplored
from the meaning making perspective.

Although there is some qualitative work being done in the area
of activity engagement (e.g., Dawes & Larson, 2011), there are
few studies that look specifically at meaning making within the
context of activities. The study of personal stories regarding ac-
tivity involvement, however, might help further our understanding
of overall engagement in activities. For example, Cox and McAd-
ams (2012) recently examined personal narratives of students who
had engaged in an intensive service learning opportunity in Nica-
ragua. Overall, they coded the stories for themes that can reflect
meaning making, such as personal transformation, sympathy, and
helplessness, and found that individuals who told stories of greater
transformation were more likely to engage in volunteer behaviors
over several months. Like redemption themes, stories that reflect
personal transformation are indicative of deriving insight from the
event that goes beyond a context-specific lesson. Although this
study only looked at a single incidence of a particular type of
activity, it demonstrates the individual differences present in how
activities can impact youth.

Studies of activity participation often have focused on behav-
ioral aspects (e.g., frequency, duration of participation); however,
increasing emphasis is being placed on psychological aspects of
participation, such as affective or cognitive engagement (Bohnert,

Fredricks, & Randall, 2010). In the current study, we tried to
examine activity participation from a broad perspective, and there-
fore we used the model outlined by Rose-Krasnor, Busseri, and
colleagues (Ramey, Rose-Krasnor, et al., 2015) that includes four
components: thoughts about the activity (cognitive); feelings about
the activity (affective); how the activity connects to others and to
something larger than the self (spiritual), and behaviors within the
activity (behavioral). Although behavioral measures of participa-
tion have been found to predict risk reduction and positive devel-
opment in youth (e.g., Agans et al., 2014), recent research has
demonstrated connections between psychological engagement and
indicators of positive development in youth, over and above the
contribution of behavioral participation (Adachi & Willoughby,
2014; Ramey, Lawford, Rose-Krasnor, 2015; Ramey, Busseri, et
al., 2010).

Notably, although theory and early research on psychological
engagement in activities has consistently included affective (e.g.,
enjoyment) and cognitive (e.g., focus) dimensions, only recently
has spiritual engagement been recognized as a component impor-
tant to examine. Spiritual engagement involves meaning and con-
nectedness in young people’s subjective experiences of their ac-
tivities. As such, it incorporates elements, such as relatedness and
meaningfulness, that have been identified as part of youth’s en-
gagement in activities but often overlooked (Akiva, Cortina,
Eccles, & Smith, 2013; Bundick, 2011). It also reflects the defi-
nition of activity engagement as connecting youth to something
“outside the self” (Pancer et al., 2002, p. 49).

Existing literature on activity engagement has found meaningful
differences depending on the type of activity, specifically athletics
and nonathletics. Indeed, research has found different associations
for athletics compared with involvement in activities such as
volunteering, clubs, or church activities (e.g., Larson et al., 2006).
Moreover, Farb and Matjasko (2012) have found that activity type
has been a common moderator in predicting outcomes related to
successful development. Rose-Krasnor (2009) has further sug-
gested the need to consider more nuanced distinctions across
activities, noting the relevance of social development and social
processes in measuring activity involvement. For example, even
though the purpose of an activity is not necessarily to provide help
or support to others, a participant might find unique opportunities
to benefit others in a meaningful way, such as supporting a
teammate, or taking on a leadership role in a team sport.

Activity Engagement and Generativity

Given the theoretical and empirical evidence that points to
activity engagement as a context to prepare individuals to thrive in
adulthood, activity engagement might also be a context that fosters
generativity. Empirical research linking activity involvement and
generativity exists but, to our knowledge, it is limited to behavioral
participation, and it is exclusively within prosocial activities. Law-
ford et al. (2005) found that early community involvement pre-
dicted generative concern in emerging adulthood and Matsuba et
al. (2012) found links between activities related to environmental-
ism and generativity. These findings are not surprising, given the
inherent moral undertones of generativity (Pratt et al., 2009).
Notably, however, generative or prosocial roles can be found in
activities that are not inherently prosocial, for example, when
youth provide a mentoring role within a sports context. As a
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further example, past research with midlife adults has shown that
generative motives can be salient in work settings (Peterson &
Klohnen, 1995). Thus, an unanswered question is whether the
hypothesized association between generativity and meaning mak-
ing only exists in activity events that are prosocial in nature. On the
other hand, generative purpose could be expressed in ways that are
not directly moral or prosocial, such as leaving a legacy of art or
literature. Thus, connections between meaning making and gen-
erativity might be present across all activities.

Potentially informative are the few studies that have found links
between behavioral participation in a broader scope of activities
and civic engagement (Denault & Poulin, 2009; Fredricks &
Eccles, 2006). As measures of civic engagement in these studies
included indicators of political involvement, altruistic intentions,
and general social concerns, there is considerable overlap between
the constructs of civic engagement and generativity. Although
these studies suggest that participation is linked to generative
concern across a range of activity types, a more direct examination
of generativity development outside the prosocial compass is
needed for a clear comparison across various activity contexts.

Study Purpose

The purpose of this study was to examine links between activity
engagement, generativity, and meaning making within activity
stories in two samples of emerging adults and adolescents. We
used personal stories about an experience within an activity and
quantitatively coded level of insight to measure meaning making
(McLean & Pratt, 2006).

Our first research question was centered on generativity and
behavioral participation and psychological engagement in activi-
ties, which we expected to be significantly positively correlated.
We then examined prosociality and activity type in activity stories.
Given the novel nature of the current study in exploring these
variables in a single model, we also examined associations be-
tween both activity type and prosociality and our target variables
(activity involvement, generativity, and meaning making). As no
one has examined different activities with respect to generativity,
it was not clear whether activity type would be related to genera-
tivity. We expected that individuals who told prosocial stories
would report more generative concern.

Our third question centered on associations among behavioral
participation and psychological engagement in activities and gen-
erative concern as predictors of meaning making in activity stories.
Specifically, we anticipated that activity participation and psycho-
logical engagement would predict greater meaning making in
activity stories. Furthermore, we anticipated that greater genera-
tivity would predict greater meaning making beyond the contribu-
tions of activity involvement, demonstrating a unique connection
of generative concern to the narrative construction of events within
the activity, beyond the perceived benefits of the activity as mea-
sured by positive engagement. Fourth, we tested the possibility
that activity type and prosociality moderated predicted associa-
tions between generativity and meaning making. We also tested for
the potential moderating effects of sample. Finally, given that the
use of personal stories is a unique approach to activity engage-
ment, and following McLean and Pratt (2006), we planned to
illustrate anticipated significant associations between generative
concern and meaning making with examples of narratives ex-

pressed by youth and emerging adults at different levels of these
two variables.

Method

Sample and Procedure

We used two distinct samples (adolescents and emerging adults)
that differed both in age as well as recruitment. Participants in the
emerging adult sample were from the first wave in a short-term
longitudinal study of emerging adults’ moral and overall success-
ful development. Approximately 266 undergraduates (84% fe-
male), average age 20 years old (SD � 3.3), from a midsized
Canadian university, were recruited for this study. Overall, most
participants (88%) were in a social sciences program, and the most
common grade average was between 70 and 79%. On average,
most participants (38%) reported mother’s education at having
completed university or college (i.e., a score of 4 on a 5-point
scale), and others (24%) reported mother’s completing high school
(score of 2) or some college (score of 3; 20%). With respect to
ethnicity, most participants (81%) identified as Caucasian. The
next most-identified ethnicity (3%) was “other”; these participants
tended to identify with multiple groups (e.g., Asian-Canadian).
The remainder of participants was fairly evenly split in identifying
as Asian, African American, Aboriginal, and West-Indian. Re-
cruitment was both through a psychology participant pool as well
as through campus-wide advertisement. Participants completed the
paper and pencil version in a single 1-hr session (62% of sample),
or completed the same survey online. There were no significant
differences on target variables with respect to scores on these two
versions.

Participants in the adolescent sample were recruited as part of a
larger study of youth involvement in decision making activities
(e.g., youth advisory councils) at community organizations (e.g.,
youth drop-in centers) in Ontario, Canada. Approximately 160
youth (64% female), average age 17.2 years old (SD � 2.1),
completed an online survey. Overall, the most common grade
average was between 80% and 89%. Reports of mother’s educa-
tion was diverse; participants reported mother’s education as hav-
ing completed some university or college (24%) completed high
school (23%), completed college (20%), or completed graduate
school (20%). With respect to ethnicity, participants most fre-
quently identified as Caucasian (44%) and Asian (21%). Other
participants identified with African American (10%), West Indian
(6%), and Aboriginal (4%). Youth were recruited through emails
to community organizations.

With regard to demographics, there were some differences be-
tween the two samples. It is not surprising that the emerging adult
sample was significantly older than the adolescent sample,
t(377) � 10.51, p � .001; also, there was a significantly larger
proportion of male participants in the adolescent sample (33%)
compared with the emerging adult sample (12%), �2(1) � 98.99,
p � .001. There was no significant difference in level of mother’s
education.

Measures

General information. A questionnaire was constructed to
obtain information on the participant’s age, sex, mother tongue,
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mother’s education level, on a scale of 1 (some high school) to 5
(graduate school/professional school); ethnic/cultural background;
discipline of study (in the emerging adult sample only); and
grades, on a scale of 1 (below 50%) to 6 (90% to 100%).

Generative concern. The Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS;
McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992) was used to measure generative
concern. This widely used measure has been used in previous
studies using mid- to late-adolescent samples (e.g., Busch &
Hofer, 2011; Lawford et al., 2005). The scale contains 20 items
(e.g., “I have made and created things that have had an impact on
other people”) on a 4-point Likert-scale, that is, 1 (never applies to
me) to 4 (always applies to me). The LGS demonstrated acceptable
to good internal consistency (see Table 1).

Behavioral participation and psychological engagement in
activities. To measure psychological engagement, participants
completed the Snapshot Survey of Engagement tool (Busseri,
Rose-Krasnor, & The Centre of Excellence for Youth Engage-
ment, 2009). First, participants were asked to identify an activity
that best fit our a priori definition of engagement, that is, mean-
ingful participation and continuing involvement of a young person
in an activity, which has a focus outside of him or herself (Pancer
et al., 2002; see also Rose-Krasnor, 2009). For each activity,
participants indicated the frequency (i.e., “How often do you do
this activity?”) and duration (i.e., “How long have you been doing
it?”) of their participation, which we combined to create a single
6-point behavioral participation score. The behavioral engagement
variable yielded a low alpha, therefore, analyses were repeated
separating these items. As the outcomes with the variables sepa-
rated were similar, the combined variable is reported for simplic-
ity.

Psychological engagement consisted of three scales. On a
5-point Likert scale, youth indicated their cognitive (three items;
e.g., “I really focus on this activity when I am doing it”), affective
(three items; e.g., “I enjoy this activity and have fun when I am
involved”), and spiritual engagement (three items; e.g., “This
activity helps me connect to something greater than myself”) in the
activity. Alphas are presented in Table 1.

Activity Stories

The activity story was adapted from the Life Story Interview,
designed by McAdams and colleagues (McAdams, Reynolds,

Lewis, Patten, & Bowmen, 2001). After reporting their “most
engaging activity,” participants were provided the following in-
structions: “Think of a particular time when you were involved in
your activity that would illustrate/exemplify why you are engaged
in your activity.” Participants were asked to write about the spe-
cifics of the event, as well as about their feelings about it and the
implications of the incident.

Meaning making. Activity stories were coded for meaning-
making based on an adapted version McLean and Pratt’s (2006)
system by a trained assistant, and a second trained assistant who
independently coded 20% of the stories. As outlined by McLean
and Pratt, we coded on a 4-point scale (0 � no lesson; 1 � lesson
but little insight; 2 � lesson with vague insight; 3 � insight). For
example, a score of “3” was assigned to a captain of a high school
football team who described an event where a teammate was
tragically killed in a car accident. The participant showed depth of
reflection on how the event created a “brotherhood” among team-
mates as they moved forward in life, and gave him “strength to
persevere.” The participant ended with this statement:

I was thinking ‘wow,’ and that this would change everyone (and it
did). I was feeling as though this was a defining moment—
specifically, a ‘coming of age.’ I felt like we’re all adults now because
of it.

On the other end of the spectrum, a young woman scored a “1”
for her description of leading a camp of younger children. She
reported that she “loved” the experience and stated that it “made
me find better ways to deal with children.” As this did not move
beyond similar or parallel experiences, it was coded as a “lesson.”
Interrater agreement on identification of meaning making was r �
.70.

Activity type and prosociality coding. Within the emerging
adult sample, following a system developed in past research
(Ramey et al., 2010), activity type was originally categorized into
mutually exclusive activity types, including sport (30%), volun-
teering/service (40%), church/religious (7%), and other (18%). A
subsample of 70 randomly selected stories was coded a second
time and indicated good interrater reliability (� � .85). For the
adolescent sample, the community organization from which they
were recruited was discussed. As less than 1% of activities were
athletic, only the emerging adult sample was used in analyses of
activity type. For the purpose of analyses, categories were col-
lapsed into athletic and nonathletic, following similar analyses in
other studies (e.g., Denault & Poulin, 2012). For both samples,
prosociality of the activity story was scored on a dichotomous
scale, where 1 indicated that the event within the activity was
prosocial (e.g., helping an individual, contributing time or talent to
a charitable organization), and 0 indicated it was not. Reliability
Kappa was .75.

Plan of Analysis

Preliminary analyses consisted of a series of independent t tests
to detect differences between samples as well as gender differ-
ences. We then used correlations and t tests to examine the role of
prosociality and activity type in activity stories. Main analyses
included a series of hierarchical linear regressions. In preliminary
analysis of the hypotheses, adolescent and emerging adult samples
were initially tested separately and revealed a highly similar pat-

Table 1
Descriptives of Target Variables

Emerging
adult Adolescent

Variable M SD M SD Range �

Behavioral engagement 4.22 1.11 3.90 0.81 1–5 .39
Cognitive engagement 4.35 0.72 4.17 0.62 1–5 .72
Affective engagement 4.38 0.78 4.30 0.74 1–5 .72
Spiritual engagement 4.24 0.84 4.25 0.72 1–5 .78
Generativity 2.96 0.34 3.03 0.38 0–4 .80
Meaning making 1.68 0.84 1.55 0.96 0–3
Age 20.40 1.82 17.32 2.02 17–28
Gender 90% female 64% female
Mother’s education 3.27 1.09 3.17 1.29 1–5
Grades 4.26 0.63 4.70 0.84 1–6
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tern of findings. Consequently, for simplicity, results presented
below represent analyses of combined samples (except where
activity type was tested). Finally, sample, activity type, and proso-
ciality were tested as moderators of associations between genera-
tivity, engagement, and meaning making.

In terms of missing data, only 14 from the emerging adult
sample and 31 from the adolescent sample did not complete a
story, and were not included in the analysis. Participants who did
not tell a story were significantly more likely to be male. They
were also more likely to be younger and less engaged in their
activity overall. Of the 385 participants who told stories, there was
minimal missing data in the survey data (�1%). Data were ana-
lyzed using both EM replacement and listwise deletion and results
remained consistent.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

First, we examined potential mean differences between the
adolescent and the emerging adult sample on target variables. With
respect to behavioral participation, the emerging adult sample
reported being involved in their activity significantly longer than
the adolescent sample (M � 4.20, SD � 1.58 vs. M � 3.26, SD �
1.22, respectively), F(1, 382) � 34.59, p � .001. The adolescent
sample reported slightly, but significantly, higher generative con-
cern (M � 3.04, SD � .38 vs. M � 2.96, SD � .34), F(1, 372) �
4.08, p � .05. There were no other differences between groups on
meaning making in the activity stories, or on any of the other
variables of interest.

Descriptives and bivariate correlations for all target variables
are presented in Tables 1 and 2, respectively. Mother’s education
was not related to the target variables and, therefore, was excluded
from further analysis. There was a significant correlation between
age and generative concern in the emerging adult sample, such that
older participants scored lower on generative concern. There were
also significant differences between male and female participants
on some of the target variables. Women (M � 3.00, SD � .36)
scored higher than men (M � 2.90, SD � .36) on generative
concern, t(372) � 2.21, p � .05; they told more meaningful stories
(M � 1.70, SD � .84) than men (M � 1.33, SD � 1.02), t(372) �

3.19, p � .01; and scored higher (M � 4.34, 4.40, 4.33, SD � .67,
.72, .74) than men (M � 4.06, 4.13, 3.90, SD � .76, .91, .95) on
cognitive, affective, and spiritual activity engagement, F(1, 372) �
9.91, 6.80, 17.12, ps � .01, respectively. With respect to prosocial
story events, a significantly larger proportion of women (46.5%)
told a story in which they engaged in a prosocial act, compared
with 29.4% of men who told a prosocial story, �2(1) � 6.63, p �
.05.

Activity Engagement and Generative Concern

Our first hypothesis stated that generative concern would be
associated with self-report measures of activity engagement. Bi-
variate correlations between generativity and behavioral participa-
tion and the psychological engagement subscales revealed that
generative concern was related to behavioral engagement only for
the adolescent sample, but was significantly positively associated
with cognitive, affective, and spiritual engagement in both samples
(see Table 2).

Activity Stories

The majority of participants in the emerging adult sample (32%)
reported some athletic activity as their most engaging activity.
Across both samples, 49% of participants told a story of a proso-
cial nature. It is not surprising that in the emerging adult sample,
very few prosocial stories were described within athletic activities
(only 5% of the time) compared with other types of activities (e.g.,
fundraising, educating younger children), where prosocial events
were described 69% of the time, �2(1) � 90.42, p � .001.

We also tested whether there were differences between target
variables based on story type (athletic vs. other) and prosocial type
(yes or no). There were no differences with respect to cognitive or
spiritual engagement, however, emerging adult participants who
told stories about athletic activities were more likely to have higher
behavioral participation (M � 4.83, SD � 1.13) and to be more
affectively engaged (M � 4.58, SD � 61), compared with those
who discussed an activity outside of athletics (M � 3.94, SD �
.99; M � 4.26, SD � .83), ts(251) � 6.38, 3.40, p � .01,
respectively. There was no difference in generative concern or
meaning making based on activity type (athletic vs. other). Using

Table 2
Bivariate Correlations of Target Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Age — .12� �.04 .04 �.16�� �.06 �.08 �.04 �.06 .08
2. Gender .05 — .02 �.10 �.12 .10 �.14� �.14 �.17�� .02
3. Mother’s education .05 .03 — .12 .06 .14� .02 �.05 �.05 .01
4. Grades �.24�� �.23� .31�� — .27�� �.03 .12 .05 .11 .15�

5. Generative concern �.10 �.17� .03 .18� — .07 .17�� .19�� .30��� .30���

6. Behavioral engagement .09 .03 �.03 .18� .21� — .24��� .33��� .16�� .01
7. Cognitive engagement .02 �.16� �.00 .11 .29��� .09 — .71��� .56��� .06
8. Affective engagement .30��� �.10 .10 .13 .43��� .20� .50��� — .69��� .16��

9. Spiritual engagement �.12 �.31��� .11 .14 .49��� .14 .51��� .74��� — .24���

10. Meaning making .10 �.33��� .03 .16� .19� .02 .36��� .30��� .28�� —

Note. 0 � female 1 � male. Correlations in regular font come from the emerging adult sample, and the correlations in italic come from the adolescent
sample.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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both samples, individuals who told a story about a prosocial event
tended to report higher generative concern (M � 3.04, SD � .33
vs. M � 2.95, SD � .37) and meaning making (M � 1.89, SD �
.84 vs. M � 1.45 SD � .88), ts (369) � 2.30, 4.88, ps � .05.
Additionally, individuals who discussed a prosocial event also
reported greater spiritual engagement (M � 4.34, SD � .81 vs.
M � 4.14, SD � .84) and lower behavioral engagement (M �
3.87, SD � .96 vs. M � 4.30, SD � 1.05) than their counterparts,
Fs(1, 369) � 4.15, 16.83, ps � .05, respectively.

Activity Engagement and Generative Concern as
Predictors of Meaning Making

To test associations between meaning making with generative
concern and activity engagement, a hierarchical linear regression
was conducted, in which meaning making was the outcome vari-
able. Behavioral participation and psychological engagement sub-
scales and generative concern were entered after the control vari-
ables. The complete model can be found in Table 3. After
controlling for grades and gender, the step including behavioral
participation and the three psychological engagement variables
was significant overall (R2 change � .06, p � .001). Spiritual
engagement was a unique predictor, significantly predicting to
meaning making in the activity stories, � � .19, p � .01, sr2 � .02.
On the final step, generative concern was added, significantly
contributing to the model (R2 change � .04, p � .001, � � .25,
p � .001, sr2 � .04).

Next, we tested for potential moderating factors. First, we tested
whether associations were different for the emerging adult versus
the adolescent sample. Sample was not a significant moderator of
associations between behavioral participation, affective or spiritual
engagement, or generativity and meaning making. However, sam-
ple was a significant moderator of cognitive engagement (� � .28,
p � .01), such that cognitive engagement was significantly asso-
ciated with meaning making for the adolescent sample (R � .34)
but not for the emerging adult sample (R � .06). Next we tested
whether activity type or prosociality of the story moderated the
associations between generativity and engagement with meaning
making. Activity type was tested for only the emerging adults for
reasons noted above. Prosociality was considered for both sam-
ples. Activity type for emerging adults and prosociality for both

samples were not significant moderators of these overall associa-
tions.

Narrative Examples of Meaning Making and
Generative Themes in Activity Stories

Following McLean and Pratt (2006), we present examples be-
low to illustrate the kinds of narratives that were provided by
adolescents and emerging adults at different levels of generativity.
The following quote was from a 20-year-old female day camp
leader who was relatively low on both generativity (Z
score � �1.9) and meaning making, and who described an event
around leading a dance for the camp children: “I was happy and
confident. . . . I just became more silly and down to earth” and
learned “that I’m fun and can easily relate to young children.”
With regard to meaning making, the narrative can be seen to lack
both complexity and insight into either herself or the broader
world. Moreover, although the event may have created an oppor-
tunity to explore generative motives, her focus stayed mainly on
her own development.

In contrast are narratives from participants relatively high on
both generativity and meaning making. For example, the following
story was provided by an 18-year-old female participant involved
in a community camp program, first as a participant and then,
when she was older, as a leader:

I was once a camp kid and I would watch my leaders and see that they
were making a difference in the community through the youth. I also
wanted to be able to make a difference. Many leaders were involved
but one stood out because he actually wanted to reach out to us in
everything we did. I was thinking that I had to also be a change in my
community. . . . I felt like it was almost my duty to one day become
a street leader and make a difference to the younger generations
too. . . . It has had the biggest impact on me because it changed my
way of living, thinking, and interacting . . . (bold and italics added;
LGS Z score � 	 1.7)

Meaning making (emphasized in italics) is apparent in this quote
in that it demonstrates both a high level of complexity, as well as
insight into the self, relationships with others, and potential impact
on future generations and the community. This quote also contains
very clear themes of generativity (emphasized in bold) where the
impact discussed revolves around a sense of personal responsibil-
ity to create positive change. Thus, the focus is on how the self can
be of service to others, and not solely on personal gain.

Finally, this next activity story was from a 17-year-old female
youth, who described presentations she provided to a junior high
school around her own experiences related to mental health, as part
of a team of youth:

Someone came up to us after saying how much she related to our
presentation. . . . [I was] proud that our presentation had reached her,
concerned that she had to go through the experiences she did. . . . It
made me realize that every time we present, we reach somebody, and
that even if it’s just one person we impacted, it is still one person
who realized they are not alone. (bold and italics added; LGS Z
score � 1.3)

Here the generative theme is also a lesson that generalizes
beyond the activity. Again, the focus is more on how others gain
from this young woman’s efforts, demonstrating generative mo-
tives.

Table 3
Hierarchical Linear Regression Analyses Predicting Meaning
Making in Activity Stories From Activity Participation and
Engagement and Generative Concern

Predictor 
R2 � sr2

Step 1 (Control) .01
Gender .02 .00
Grades .09 .01

Step 2 (Activity engagement) .06��

Affective .09 .00
Spiritual .25�� .03
Behavioral �.05 .00
Cognitive �.13 .01

Step 3 (Generativity) .06���

Generative concern .26��� .06

�� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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Discussion

This study examined links among psychological engagement
and behavioral participation in activities, generative concern, and
making meaning in activity stories. As hypothesized, we found
that generativity and activity engagement were significantly pos-
itively correlated and, also as anticipated, we found support for our
general hypothesis that generativity would predict greater meaning
making, over and above activity engagement. More specifically,
we found that both greater spiritual engagement and generative
concern were uniquely associated with higher levels of insight in
personal narratives about the activity.

Psychological engagement was significantly related to meaning
making in activity stories. More specifically, the spiritual compo-
nent of psychological engagement was uniquely important. These
findings support Cox and McAdams’s (2012) findings on the
relevance of transformational themes found in the personal narra-
tives of activity involvement predicting later volunteer behavior.
To our knowledge, the current study is the first to investigate links
between meaning making in personal narratives and general ac-
tivity engagement. Activities can offer an enriching context for a
young person to explore various goals (leadership, helping, achiev-
ing) and capacities that will guide them into adulthood. We assert
that further study of how young people understand those experi-
ences and integrate those lessons into a greater sense of self might
shed light on the process by which these activities lead to success-
ful development.

Generative concern was also associated with meaning making
within stories. This adds to a body of research that points to a
connection between generative concern and meaning making in
personal narratives (McLean & Pratt, 2006). That the association
appeared in the context of telling an activity story suggests that
young people are making connections between what they experi-
ence within the activity and who they are outside of the activity.
Notably, associations between meaning making and generative
concern remained even after controlling for activity participation
and engagement. As young people develop a felt capacity to
contribute to future generations, they might begin to make sense of
their experiences by considering the larger ramifications of their
abilities and responsibilities. Of course, it is equally possible that
the association is bidirectional. That is, as youth make sense of
their experiences, they internalize their particular capacities to
contribute at the same time as being exposed to specific needs
within the community. This might, in turn, generalize to an in-
creased motivation toward generativity. Thus, although we were
unable to test this, we believe the found associations are likely the
result of a reciprocal relationship. Moreover, there are likely third
variables at play in this association. Adolescence is a time for
increases in particular cognitive skills, such as abstract thinking.
The maturation of these capacities might deepen the individual’s
ability to relate to issues of generativity, at the same time, they
might also be able to connect their personal experiences more
broadly to other facets in their life.

The process of meaning making is often inherently a social
process (McLean et al., 2007). Structured activities include men-
tors, peers, and others who likely help to “shape” a meaningful
narrative. Moreover, self-defining memories are typically re-
counted to parents and friends (McLean, 2005). Future research
might investigate how narratives shared among activity partici-

pants, or with adult supervisors, relate to developmental outcomes
in youth.

Whether or not the activity involved athletics or some other
activity type was not an important determinant of outcomes, al-
though it has been relevant in some past studies (e.g., Denault &
Poulin, 2012). Our sample, particularly the adolescent sample,
likely was less diverse than other samples with respect to the types
of activities they reported. Moreover, in our design, we asked for
the most engaging activity, whereas other studies have asked for a
complete list of activity involvement. Relevant to the current
study, however, feeling engaged in the activity might matter more
than activity type for issues surrounding making meaning of per-
sonal stories and generativity. In their study on contexts of gen-
erativity in midlife adults, Peterson and Stewart (1996) found that
life priorities played a role in the domains in which generativity
was expressed. Although participants in the current study identi-
fied a range of activity types, our design likely elicited discussions
of activities that represented a priority for the individual partici-
pant. Indeed, the type of activity was not related to generative
concern or meaning making; however, if the engaging event that
happened within the activity was prosocial, generative concern and
meaning making scores tended to be higher. Cox and McAdams
(2012) found that individuals who reported experiencing a trans-
formation in their narratives about a service trip were more likely
to report higher levels of volunteering three months later. Thus, it
could be that, in relation to generativity and meaning making, the
type of activity matters less than the quality of engagement the
individual feels toward the activity. It should be noted, however,
that the prosocial coding was dichotomous and replication of this
finding, using a continuous scale, is warranted.

With respect to activity engagement and generative concern,
bivariate correlations indicated that the dimensions of psycholog-
ical engagement were particularly important to generative concern,
although this component of engagement is often overlooked in the
literature. This finding was not surprising. Kotre (1984) frames
generativity as “outliving the self,” which requires connecting to
something beyond one’s lifetime. This opens up the possibility that
participating in engaging activities might be another path to gen-
erative concern, which supports Larson’s (2000) theory that activ-
ities provide the opportunity to simultaneously apply high moti-
vation and clear focus to a goal, thereby providing a training
ground for thriving in adulthood, especially in terms of actively
caring for others.

There were very few differences between the emerging adult
and adolescent samples with respect to associations with our target
variables. Although there remains a need for replication, this
finding does increase our confidence due to these parallel patterns
of associations. That said, there was a significant association
between cognitive engagement and meaning making within the
adolescent sample that was not present in the emerging adult
sample. Also surprising was the lower generativity scores in the
emerging adult sample, given that this sample was significantly
older. The samples differed with respect to age and methods of
recruitment, thus, there might be a self-selection bias present in the
study. The adolescent sample was recruited from advertisements
with youth-serving organizations; therefore, they might represent a
more socially minded population of young people. Unfortunately,
determining the origin of this difference is beyond the scope of this
study.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

8 LAWFORD AND RAMEY

Marie-Hélène Véronneau�




In our examination of gender differences, we did not find gender
differences with respect to meaning making, which replicates
findings in other adolescent samples (McLean & Breen, 2009). We
found that women scored higher than men on generativity. This
has also been found in past research (e.g., McAdams & de St.
Aubin, 1992). However, women were also more likely to tell
prosocial stories than men. This could be because more men told
stories about being involved in sports or athletics, where there
were fewer opportunities for prosocial events to take place com-
pared with volunteer activities or church involvement, which were
common other types of activities. Other studies have found greater
overall prosocial behavior in adolescent girls than boys (Lawford
et al., 2013), so this is in line with previous research. Young
women also reported higher levels of spiritual engagement in their
activities; however, this could be confounded with prosociality.
Caution is advised in over interpreting these results, given the over
representation of women in our sample.

Strengths and Limitations

A few limitations in this study should be noted. First of all, our
sample was fairly homogeneous. As the emerging adult segment of
our sample was largely female, and there was little diversity in
ethnicity and socioeconomic status, some of our findings may not
be generalizable. Replication with more diverse samples is advis-
able. Second, our study was correlational and not longitudinal, and
therefore we can make no inferences with respect to direction of
effect. For example, with regard to the association between psy-
chological engagement in activities and meaning making, the
developed capacity to gain insight from events might lead indi-
viduals to feel engaged in an activity cognitively, emotionally and
especially, spiritually. Alternatively, the opportunity to engage in
an activity that creates a connection beyond the self (spiritual
engagement) might facilitate the ability to draw greater insight
from the event. Further, the confounds between samples limited us
in uncovering how age, gender, and cognitive changes might
impact motivations to engage in activities as well as capacity to
make meaning. Unfortunately, uncovering evidence to address
these issues is beyond the scope of this report. That said, this study
points to a specific need for longitudinal work that will allow us to
further understand the complexity of the role of activities in the
developmental course of generative concern.

With respect to measuring activity involvement, it was beyond
the scope of this study to capture every aspect that might prove
important. We asked about the participants’ most engaging activ-
ities, which afforded us a more youth-centered approach, but
limited information on other activities in which participants were
involved. Breadth of activity involvement has been found to be
important in other measures of successful development (Busseri,
Rose-Krasnor, Willoughby, & Chalmers, 2006). Future research is
needed to examine how being highly engaged in one activity might
relate to outcomes in participation in a wider range of other
activities.

Further exploration into the role of purpose in these associations
is warranted. The intent to accomplish something meaningful is an
inherent element of purpose. Although Malin et al. (2014) have
suggested that activity participation (e.g., taking on roles in the
community or youth groups) might foster purpose, links among

generativity and meaning making as overlapping but also distinct
from purpose have the potential to be more complex.

There are important contextual elements inherent in activity
engagement. As such, multiple factors could be at play in the
developmental course linking activity engagement, meaning mak-
ing, and generative concern. There is likely a great deal of indi-
vidual variability in why youth choose to engage in activities. For
example, one study suggests that youth from marginalized popu-
lations tend to engage for more protective reasons (Borden, Per-
kins, Villarruel, & Stone, 2005). These youth also might be well-
positioned to recognize the needs of others similar or slightly
younger and therefore be particularly motivated to participate in
activities that benefit other marginalized youth. Such participation
might further help youth make meaning about their own margin-
alized status. In fact, recent research has found strong links be-
tween generative correlates and involvement in community activ-
ities for a lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and/or queer
population, another marginalized community (Paceley, Oswald, &
Hardesty, 2014). Thus, for some youth generativity could act as a
motivator to engage in activities, whereas generativity could be an
outcome for other young people. Hopefully, further studies can
pursue these issues as potential moderators of associations be-
tween generativity and meaning making in activities.

Connection to an ethnic identity has been found to be relevant
both to generative expression as well as narrative identity (McAd-
ams, 2013). Recent research suggests that sophistication of identity
status is associated with the kinds of autobiographical events that
emerging adults relate to others with respect to their ethnicity
(Syed & Azmitia, 2008). Thus, connection to ethnic identity likely
colors the types of activities that young people find engaging, and
also how they interpret and share those experiences. Moreover,
some activities were centered on preserving cultural traditions or
imparting a shared history. Further research on these particular
activities with respect to generativity and meaning making would
likely be enlightening.

An additional possibility for future research in the area is that of
overall well-being, which was not investigated in this study. Pre-
vious research has found that both activity involvement and mean-
ing making have positive implications for youth development
(Agans et al., 2014; Tavernier & Willoughby, 2012). Given that
the current study reports a connection between meaning making
and activity engagement, the logical next step dictates further
investigation of the processes underlying the links between activity
engagement, meaning making, and overall well-being.

Despite the current study’s limitations, it also has a number of
strengths, including unique features which are important contribu-
tions to the literature. This study considered both behavioral and
psychological engagement factors of activity involvement. Psy-
chological engagement is less prominent in the literature (Bohnert
et al., 2010) but, in this case, it proved to be a unique predictor
with respect to the activity narratives. Further, this is the first study
to examine associations between generative concern and psycho-
logical activity engagement, revealing substantial links between
these two constructs. Given our findings, we encourage other
researchers to explore these connections further. Finally, to our
knowledge, this is also the first article to use personal narratives to
study activity engagement, using a diverse set of activities. It is
important to note that this study builds on a body of research by
Pratt and colleagues (e.g., McLean & Pratt, 2006), in that it both
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replicates their findings and extends the research by looking at the
novel context of activity engagement.

Conclusions

Personal stories about activities could shed light on some of the
processes by which adolescents and emerging adults become en-
gaged, find purpose, and thrive as a result of their experiences
(Damon et al., 2003; Lerner, Dowling, & Anderson, 2003). Larson
(2000) identified structured, out-of-school activities as a context
for positive youth development. This study provides further sup-
port for his theory, potentially extending the benefits to gains in
generative concern. Overall, involvement in activities that are
engaging to youth might provide an opportunity to develop and
test out their generative motives, as well as a context for gaining
greater insight into the self.

The quote embedded in the title of this article is from an
emerging adult participant discussing her work in organizing a
community event to raise a large amount of money for an impor-
tant charity. The story offers an example of generativity, psycho-
logical engagement, and meaning making. Through her work in
this activity, the young woman appeared to gain a better under-
standing of her own abilities as well as connecting to something
larger than herself. She also recognized the lasting impact she had
through raising money that would help others. This motivated her
to continue her volunteer efforts. She stated,

Now I know that I can make a difference in people’s lives, both
indirectly and directly. It makes me feel so good to know that I have
the ability to organize and accomplish such big obstacles. It makes me
want to stay involved with the community by keeping up my volun-
teer work.

These stories, along with the quantitative evidence provided
here, are indicative of the importance of activity engagement as a
context for growth in young people.
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Due to conceptualizations of autonomy as detachment and independence, research on the parenting–
autonomy relationship in adolescence has yielded inconsistent results. In the present study,
self-determination is proposed as an alternative way of tapping into the construct of autonomy.
An integrated model of the relationships between perceived parenting and teaching styles, self-
determination in 3 life-domains (school, social competence, and job-seeking behaviors), and specific
adolescent outcomes, was investigated and confirmed. In 2 samples of mid-adolescents (N = 328 and
N = 285), autonomy-supportive parenting was significantly related to self-determination in all life-
domains. Autonomy-supportive teaching added significantly to the prediction of self-determination
in the domains of school and job-seeking behaviors. Self-determination, in turn, was positively and
specifically associated with measures of adjustment in the specific life-domains under investigation.
Finally, in both studies, indications were found that self-determination acts as an intervening variable
in the relation between the perceived interpersonal environment and adolescent adjustment.

KEY WORDS: parenting style; teaching style; autonomy; self-determination; adjustment.

INRODUCTION

The developmental tasks individuals are confronted
with during adolescence are primarily centered around
issues of individuation and autonomy (Erikson, 1968;
Hill and Holmbeck, 1986). The tendency toward expe-
riencing a sense of autonomy and self-regulation man-
ifests itself in multiple life domains, such as school,
vocational careers, and peer competence. For instance,
during middle adolescence, individuals start to develop
more intimate, personal, and authentic peer relationships.
Likewise, many adolescents decide to stop their studies
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are self-determination theory, motivation, and parenting.

after secondary school, and are for the 1st time confronted
with the difficult task of searching for a job that meets
their personal interests and values. Socialization prac-
tices, particularly by parents, are considered to play a
crucial role in the development of autonomy (Holmbeck
et al., 1995). A large body of research has addressed
this hypothesis (e.g., Boles, 1999; Frank et al., 1990;
Quintana and Lapsley, 1990), but due to differences in
conceptualizations of both parenting and autonomy, this
research line has yielded a fragmented picture of the
parenting–autonomy relationship.

Autonomy as Self-Determination

Autonomy is a concept with many faces. According
to Hill and Holmbeck (1986), 2 conceptualizations of au-
tonomy have dominated recent research. They defined the
1st conceptualization as “detachment from parents,” and
the 2nd as “freedom from social (largely parental) influ-
ence.” The notions of independence and separation under-
lie both conceptualizations. Most of the research on the
parenting–autonomy relationship is based on such notions
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as well. Steinberg et al. (1989) for instance investigated
relationships between parenting and self-reliance, based
on the hypothesis that effective parents are likely to grad-
ually stimulate their children’s independence and self-
assurance. However, conceptualizations of autonomy as
independence have been criticized by a number of authors.
Grotevant and Cooper (1986) for instance have stressed
that autonomy is not a merely intrapsychic phenomenon
that implies that individuals free themselves from the so-
cial environment. Instead, growth toward autonomy would
involve a reciprocal interaction between higher levels of
connectedness with parents and higher levels of personal
individuation. Similarly, Ryan and Lynch (1989) argued
that autonomy and dependence on others are not oppo-
sites. A parent can support autonomy while still caring
for his child, or an adolescent can develop a secure re-
lationship with his parents without feeling controlled in
one’s actions.

Moreover, there are also empirical reasons to ques-
tion conceptualizations of autonomy as detachment or
independence. From psychoanalytic theory, it can be hy-
pothesized that the development of autonomy is a step
toward higher personality functioning and ego matura-
tion and is promoted by nurturant, effective parenting
(Blos, 1979). In contrast with this, a number of stud-
ies using the Emotional Autonomy Scale (Steinberg and
Silverberg, 1986), which primarily assesses adolescents’
level of self-reliance and independence from parents, led
to the conclusion that emotional autonomy is associated
with negative outcomes, such as internal distress, deviant
behavior, and lower school grades, as well as with lower
feelings of connectedness with family members (Beyers
and Goossens, 1999; Ryan and Lynch, 1989).

Apart from these criticisms and empirical anoma-
lies, there is a lack of an overarching theoretical per-
spective from which clear definitions of autonomy and
predictions about its antecedents and consequences can
be drawn. One potential perspective to overcome these
problems is Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci and
Ryan, 1985, 2000). Within SDT, acting in an autonomous
or self-regulated fashion implies being self-governing and
being the initiator of one’s own actions. Because an au-
tonomous self-regulation pertains to actions that are freely
endorsed and are based on integrated values and inter-
ests, the perceived locus of causality of their actions is
internal (deCharms, 1968). By contrast, a controlled self-
regulation implies that people feel like they have no other
choice than to engage in the activity. In such case, a person
experiences his actions as coming from outside pressures,
rewards, or other forces external to the self. In attribu-
tional terms, controlled behaviors are characterized by an
external perceived locus of causality. Autonomous and

controlled motivations both entail intention and motiva-
tion to act. Within SDT, the concept of amotivation is
introduced to assess people’s lack of intention and lack of
motivation. When amotivated, people feel futile and have
the feeling they cannot do anything to change the global
course of events (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Amotivation rep-
resents the lowest type of self-determined functioning,
and is therefore represented by an impersonal locus of
causality (Deci and Ryan, 2000).

In the present study, the concept of self-
determination was used as a way to tap into the con-
struct of autonomy. Clearly, this construct differs strongly
from concepts such as self-reliance or independence. In
SDT, acting in an autonomous or self-determined way is
largely orthogonal to independence (Chirkov et al., 2003;
Ryan, 1993). Whereas independence concerns not relying
on others, self-determination has to do with the relative
volition and authenticity of a person’s actions.

According to SDT, experiencing a sense of auton-
omy and choicefulness in one’s actions is critical for
people’s optimal functioning. Several studies in vari-
ous life domains revealed the diverse positive conse-
quences associated with acting in a self-determined fash-
ion (for overviews see Deci and Ryan, 2000; Vallerand,
1997). For instance, in the educational domain, au-
tonomous self-regulation is associated with higher feel-
ings of self-perceived (Fortier et al., 1995) and teacher-
rated (Grolnick et al., 1991) academic competence, with
use of optimal learning strategies (Yamauchi et al., 1999),
with less defensive coping styles (Ryan and Connell,
1989) and, importantly, with higher school grades (Black
and Deci, 2000; Vansteenkiste et al., 2004b). The gen-
eral aim of the present study is to extend this research
on academic self-regulation by investigating the role of
self-determined functioning for adolescents’ functioning
in 2 other domains with a particular developmental rele-
vance for adolescents (see below), namely social compe-
tence and vocational identity. Based on SDT, it is expected
that higher levels of self-determined functioning will pre-
dict better adjustment across these developmental areas.
Apart from investigating the developmental outcomes of
self-determination, the present study also addresses the
role of parents and teachers in promoting self-determined
functioning.

Autonomy-Supportive Interpersonal Environments

Although, according to SDT, people are naturally
prone to self-organize and self-initiate their actions in
accordance with their values and interests, the social
environment can easily detract people from such a
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self-regulated functioning. When adolescents are placed
within inconsistent or psychologically controlling parent-
ing contexts, their self-determined regulation is expected
to be inhibited (Grolnick et al., 1997). By contrast, par-
ents and teachers who are sensitive to their children’s
needs and who are able to provide choices to their chil-
dren are expected to facilitate feelings of autonomy and
choicefulness.

Given these theoretical expectations, the present
study examined parents’ and teachers’ autonomy sup-
port in relation to adolescents’ adjustment and levels of
self-determination in different life domains. The study
of the autonomy support construct is a particularly im-
portant topic in current research on parenting. Although
past research usually aggregated parenting dimensions in
parenting typologies such as authoritarian or permissive,
recent research witnesses a renewed interest in the specific
effects of the autonomy support (vs. psychological con-
trol) dimension (Barber, 1996; Gray and Steinberg, 1999).
Psychological control has been defined as characteristic of
parents who are overly concerned about their personal po-
sition in the parent–child relationship and who make use
of intrusive parenting techniques to demand compliance
from their children (Barber, 1996; Barber and Harmon,
2002). In contrast, within SDT, parental autonomy support
is defined as characteristic of parents who are empathic
to their children’s perspective, who provide choices and
options to their children whenever it is possible, and help
their offspring to explore and enact upon their personal
values and interests (Grolnick, 2002; Ryan et al., 1995).

Research has shown that parental autonomy support
is positively associated with various adaptive outcomes,
including academic competence, school achievement and
ego development (Allen et al., 1994; in the text Grol-
nick et al., 1991), whereas it negatively predicts mal-
adjustment, as indexed by distress in emotion-regulation
and acting-out and learning problems (Grolnick et al.,
1997). Conversely, psychological control has been linked
to a variety of maladjustment outcomes, including de-
pression (Barber et al., 1994), lower self-esteem (Soenens
et al., 2005), and externalizing problems (Barber, 1996).
Most recently, psychological control was found to nega-
tively predict academic performance (Aunola and Nurmi,
2004).

Similarly, research within educational psychology
has shown that an autonomy-supportive teaching style
is positively associated with more school engagement
(Assor et al., 2002), higher grades and better school ad-
justment (Patrick et al., 2002; Ryan et al., 1994; Wentzel,
2002). In contrast, teachers’ support is negatively asso-
ciated with students’ experienced stress (Torsheim and
Wold, 2001).

Moreover, in line with expectations derived from
SDT, research has also provided evidence for a posi-
tive relationship between parents’ and teachers’ auton-
omy support and higher levels of self-determined learn-
ing (Grolnick et al., 1991, 1997; Reeve et al., 1999). It
remains to be investigated, however, whether and how
parents and teachers affect self-regulation in other life-
domains than the academic domain. In addition, very few
studies have compared the influence of parents on adoles-
cents’ self-determination in comparison to the influence of
other significant figures in the adolescents’ interpersonal
environment, such as teachers. In the few studies (d’Ailly,
2003; Ryan et al., 1994; Vallerand et al., 1997) that in-
vestigated the relative contribution of both parents and
teachers to adolescents’ self-determination, it was found
that positive representations of relationships to parents
and teachers each uniquely predicted self-determination
in the academic domain (Ryan et al., 1994). The differen-
tial roles of parents and teachers have not been examined,
however, in other life-domains such as peer competence
and job search. These are precisely the domains under
investigation in the present research.

Lastly, in order to obtain an even more differenti-
ated picture of the influence of the interpersonal envi-
ronment on adolescents’ self-determination, the present
study examined the relative impact of both parents sep-
arately. According to Grolnick and Farkas (2002), there
is a dearth of studies addressing this topic. As a con-
sequence, it remains to be investigated whether mothers
and fathers independently contribute to their children’s
self-determination, or whether they differentially affect
self-determination in specific life-domains. Several de-
velopmental psychologists indeed claim that mothers and
fathers have differential roles: whereas mothers, as pri-
mary caregivers would be important for a broad range
of outcomes and in particular for intimate and social ar-
eas (such as peer relationships and friendships), fathers
would be particularly influential for instrumental, goal-
oriented activities (such as the search for a future job)
(Holmbeck et al., 1995; Youniss and Smollar, 1985). One
exception to the lack of studies including mothers and fa-
thers is the study of d’Ailly (2003), who found that only
maternal, but not paternal involvement and autonomy sup-
port contributed significantly to students’ academic self-
regulation. An important aim of the present study was to
replicate these findings and extend them to other domains
of life.

Self-Determination as an Intervening Variable

According to SDT, adolescents’ level of self-
determination is a key motivational resource to experience
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optimal functioning in diverse life-domains (Deci and
Ryan, 2000; Grolnick et al., 1997). Both parenting and
teaching styles are thought to provide an environment
which can either optimize or inhibit these motivational re-
sources which, in turn, impact on individuals’ functioning
(Grolnick et al., 1991). In other words, adolescents’ self-
determined functioning is considered as a motivational
mediator of the relations between autonomy-supportive
interpersonal environments and outcomes in specific life-
domains (Deci and Ryan, 2000).

The aims of the present study are: (a) to investigate
the role of self-determination in 3 domains of life (school,
peer competence, and job-searching), (b) to explore the
relative predictive power of perceived parenting (mother
and father) in comparison to the role of teachers, and (c)
to study both the hypothesized antecedents (i.e., parent-
ing and teaching styles) and consequences (e.g., feelings
of competence) of adolescents’ level of self-determination
into 1 integrated model. In the 2 studies presented, it is pro-
posed that the perceived degree of parents’ and teachers’
autonomy support will be positively associated with self-
determination, which will, in turn, predict better domain-
specific outcomes (see Fig. 1).

STUDY 1

Because school and peer competence constitute im-
portant developmental areas for the individual during mid-
adolescence (Holmbeck et al., 1995), Study 1 focused on
the degree of self-determination in both domains. During
mid-adolescence, performance in school and school ac-
tivities are becoming of great importance in the light of
impending career choices. Moreover, relative to the rela-
tionships with parents, relationships with peers gain more
importance and involve more intimate sharing of thoughts
and emotions (Harter, 1999). Hence, it is of critical im-
portance to study the antecedents and consequences of

adolescents’ level of self-determination with respect to
these 2 life domains.

Although past research has clearly documented the
hypothesized linkages among autonomy-supportive envi-
ronments and self-determination in school (see Grolnick,
2002 for a review), the present study is the 1st to examine
relations between parenting, self-determination, and peer
competence. Although there is a consensus in the extant
literature that parenting affects children’s competence in
peer relationships, little is known about the underlying or
intervening psychological processes to explain such ef-
fects (Ladd and Pettit, 2002). Recently, it was concluded
by Mize et al. (2000) that past research has largely failed to
find significant mediators of the parenting–social compe-
tence link. Based on SDT, we advance the hypothesis that
autonomy-supportive parenting promotes the internaliza-
tion of adolescents’ reasons for engaging in peer relations.
Autonomy-supportive parents are, by definition, parents
who display an authentic interest in their children’s needs
and whereabouts and who avoid to manipulate the bond
with their children for their own good (Ryan and Solky,
1996). The example set by an autonomy-supportive par-
ent can thus be thought to result in a genuine, nonego-
oriented orientation toward social relations in which the
child does not feel pressured or internally controlled to re-
late to others, but instead identifies with the importance of
and fully enjoys the company of peers and friends (Ryan,
1993). Hence, adolescents of autonomy-supportive par-
ents are thought to build their peer relations on the basis
of more self-determined motives that, in turn, would en-
hance their feelings of competence and satisfaction in peer
relationships.

It is important to note that the predictions that fol-
low from our view on autonomy as self-determination
differ markedly from the perspective of autonomy as in-
dependence or emotional autonomy. Within separation-
individuation theory, it is assumed that adolescents, by

Autonomy support 

TEACHERS 

Domain-specific 

SELF-
DETERMINATION 

Domain-specific

OUTCOME 

Autonomy support 

PARENTS 

Fig. 1. Model of the hypothesized relationships between perceptions of the interpersonal environment, self-determination,
and psychosocial outcomes.
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shedding off emotional ties with parents, tend to depend
more on peers, which may result in more affiliation with
(potentially antisocial) peers and groups (Steinberg and
Silverberg, 1986). An important implication of the latter
view is that parents and peers exert an opposite or even
conflictual influence on adolescents. An adolescent either
remains dependent upon parents, or breaks up with his
parents and resorts to the company of peers, which may
even result in antisocial tendencies. Research has indeed
shown that high levels of emotional separation go hand
in hand with less prosocial behavior and more problem
behaviors (e.g., Beyers and Goossens, 1999). By contrast,
SDT’s view on autonomy as self-determination indicates
that autonomous functioning does not imply the loosening
of ties with parents. In contrast, autonomy-supportive and
responsive parents are thought to enhance adolescents’
feelings of comfort and competence in peer contacts by
promoting a more self-determined regulation of interper-
sonal relations. As a consequence, this view is more in
line with the recent recognition of the fact that the social
worlds of parents are peers are interconnected rather than
conflictual (Ladd and Pettit, 2002).

To summarize, it is hypothesized that parental
autonomy-support is associated with higher levels of self-
determination, both in the domain of school and in the
domain of peer competence. Furthermore, the interper-
sonal style used by teachers is expected to be specif-
ically related to the development of self-determination
with respect to school activities, and thus, will have spe-
cific and additional predictive value for the level of aca-
demic self-determination. We expect that domain-specific
levels of self-determination predict domain-specific out-
comes (Vallerand, 1997). Hence, it is hypothesized: (a)
that higher levels of scholastic self-determination posi-
tively predict how well adolescents feel they are doing in
school (i.e., scholastic competence), as well as their school
grades and (b) that higher levels of self-determination with
respect to peer relations predict how competent adoles-
cents feel when they are among friends (i.e., social accep-
tance or social competence). Finally, self-determination
is thought to function as an intervening variable in the
relationship between parenting or teaching styles and
outcomes.

Methods

Participants and Procedure

The sample comprised 328 adolescents from 2 sec-
ondary schools (Grades 10–12) in the Dutch-speaking
part of Belgium. Their age ranged from 15 to 21 years

with a mean of 17 years. There were 244 (74%) boys
and 84 (26%) girls in our sample. This unbalanced gen-
der distribution was not due to a self-selective bias in
the sampling procedure, rather it mirrored the distribu-
tion in the student population of the 2 schools involved
in this study. Data gathering took place during school
time and did not take more than 50 min. Students partici-
pated voluntarily in small group sessions. Anonymity was
guaranteed.

Measurements

All questionnaires included in the present study were
translated from English to Dutch, the participants’ mother
tongue, according to the guidelines of the International
Test Commission (Hambleton, 1994). Items were always
scored on 5-point Likert scales, ranging from 1 strongly
disagree to 5 strongly agree.

Parental Autonomy-Support Versus Psychological
Control. Two scales were administered, 1 assessing au-
tonomy support and 1 assessing psychological control.
Items for the psychological control scale were derived
from the Parenting Scales (Lamborn et al., 1991), whereas
autonomy support was tapped with 5 items from the
autonomy support scale of the Perceptions Of Parents
Scales (POPS, Grolnick et al., 1991). Psychological con-
trol (Barber, 1996) measures the degree to which ado-
lescents perceive their parents as intruding upon their
need for autonomy by such means as love withdrawal (or
“contingent love”), guilt induction, and instilling anxiety
(7 items, e.g., “My mother/father is less friendly to me if
I don’t see things like he/she does”). Autonomy support
taps the extent to which parents encourage their children to
pursue their own interests and values. (5 items; e.g., “My
mother/father, whenever possible, allows me to choose
what to do.”). Cronbach’s alphas of the psychological
control scale were 0.81 and 0.78 for mothers and fathers,
respectively. Cronbach’s alphas of the Autonomy Support
Scale were 0.76 and 0.75 for mothers and fathers, re-
spectively. In line with the idea that autonomy-support as
defined within SDT and psychological control are highly
incompatible parenting styles (Grolnick et al., 1997), both
styles were found to be strongly negatively correlated in
the present sample, r = −.56; p < 0.001 for mothers and
r = −.57; p < 0.001 for fathers. Furthermore, a princi-
pal component analysis indicated that all items loaded on
1 single factor for both mothers and fathers. For these
reasons and to avoid problems of multicollinearity, psy-
chological control items were reversed and summed with
the autonomy-support items to form an autonomy-support
versus psychological control composite.
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Teachers’ Autonomy Support. Participants com-
pleted the 6-item version of the Learning Climate
Questionnaire (Williams and Deci, 1996). Because we
were interested in the general perceived learning climate,
participants were asked to rate the items with respect to the
autonomy-support of the teachers in general. Cronbach’s
alpha of this 6-item scale (e.g., “I feel that my teachers
provide me choices and options.”) was 0.84.

Self-Determination. Participants’ reasons for doing
their school work (SRQ-A; Ryan and Connell, 1989) and
for engaging in a friendship relationship (SRQ-F) were as-
sessed. For each questionnaire, 5 different self-regulatory
styles were assessed. We measured to what extent the
participants engaged in each of these activities for exter-
nal reasons (caused by external forces or pressures), for
introjected reasons (derived from internal pressures such
as guilt or social approval), for identified reasons (re-
flecting the person’s own values) or for intrinsic reasons
(motivated by intrinsic pleasure of the activity). Because
a full motivational analysis should also include a scale
tapping people’s lack of motivation to engage in the ac-
tivity (Ryan and Deci, 2000; Vallerand, 1997), we added
6 items to assess the construct of amotivation in both
domains.

As predicted by SDT (e.g., Ryan and Connell,
1989), the correlational pattern between the several self-
regulatory styles of both questionnaires indicated an ac-
ceptable simplex structure (Gutman, 1957) with concepts
further apart from each other on the continuum being
less strongly correlated with each other than constructs
that are closer to each other. This allowed us to create a
Relative Autonomy Index (RAI) by assigning a weight
to the items of the self-regulation styles as a function of
their positions on the self-determination continuum (see
for instance Grolnick and Ryan, 1987; Sarrazin et al.,
2002; Senécal et al., 2001 for this method). Thus, amoti-
vation items were assigned a weight of −2, and external
regulation and introjected regulation items were assigned
weights of −1 because they represent controlled forms
of motivation. Intrinsic motivation and identified regula-
tion items, as self-determined forms of motivation, were
assigned respectively the weights of +2 and +1. The fi-
nal Cronbach’s alpha of the relative autonomy index with
respect to school activities was 0.77 and with respect to
engaging in friendships was 0.73.

Social and Scholastic Competence. As an index of so-
cial competence, we used the Social Acceptance Subscale
of Harter’s (1988) Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents
(SPPA). The Dutch adaptation of the SPPA, developed by
Straathof and Treffers (1988), was modified with respect
to its item format. In the original format, participants are
asked to make a choice between 2 items, each describ-

ing an adolescent with opposite characteristics. We used
the less cumbersome item format proposed by Wichstrom
(1995), in which only 1 statement is used for each item.
Cronbach’s alpha of this 5-item scale was 0.76. From the
SPPA, we also derived the scholastic competence scale
(Harter, 1988). Cronbach’s alpha of this 5-item scale was
0.57.

Grade Point Average (GPA). The measure of school
performance in this study was the student’s self-reported
grades on their most recently completed series of exams.
Strong evidence exists that self-reported school grades are
accurate reflections of the school grades actually obtained
(Herman et al., 1997).

Results and Brief Discussion

Descriptives and Correlational Analyses

Preliminary analyses were conducted to investigate
gender and age differences in the study variables. A sig-
nificant multivariate effect of gender on the study vari-
ables was found (Wilks’s � = 0.75; F (8, 276) = 11.3;
p < 0.001). Girls reported higher autonomy support by
mother (M = 3.87; SD = 0.77) than boys (M = 3.65;
SD = 0.66; F (1, 283) = 5.66; p < 0.05). In addition,
girls showed higher levels of self-determination for
school (M = 1.85; SD = 0.69) and friendships (M =
3.45; SD = 0.56) than boys (M = 1.50; SD = 0.63 and
M = 3.05; SD = 0.62, respectively; F (1, 283) = 16.51;
p < 0.001 and F (1, 283) = 24.82; p < 0.001, respec-
tively). Finally, girls displayed lower levels of social com-
petence (M = 3.44; SD = 0.71) but obtained a higher
grade point average (M = 71.00; SD = 7.17) compared
to boys (M = 3.75; SD = 0.69 and M = 66.71; SD =
7.43, respectively; F (1, 283) = 11.29; p < 0.001 and
F (1, 283) = 18.91; p < 0.001, respectively).

With respect to age differences in the study vari-
ables, significant correlations were obtained between age
and both self-determination for friendships (r = −.14;
p < 0.05) and grade point average (r = −0.24; p <

0.001). With increasing age, adolescents were less self-
determined in the domain of friendships and obtained
lower grades. Given that both gender and age differences
were evident in a number of study variables, we controlled
for the effects of these variables in all primary analyses.

Correlations among all variables are presented in
Table I. In line with earlier research, low positive correla-
tions were found between autonomy-supportive parenting
and grade point average. Maternal and paternal autonomy
support was also significantly associated with the adoles-
cent’s scholastic competence. Both maternal and paternal
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Table I. Correlations Among All Variables (Study 1)

Measures (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

(1) Autonomy support mother 1
(2) Autonomy support father .49∗∗∗ 1
(3) Autonomy support teachers .16∗∗ .17∗∗ 1
(4) Relative autonomy school .14∗∗ .15∗∗ .29∗∗∗ 1
(5) Relative autonomy friendship .15∗∗ .10 .01 .21∗∗ 1
(6) Grade point average (GPA) .14∗∗ .09 .02 .32∗∗∗ .08 1
(7) Scholastic competence .14∗∗ .13∗ .05 .18∗∗ .04 .38∗∗∗ 1
(8) Social competence .09 .09 .06 −.10 .20∗∗ −.02 .35∗∗∗ 1

∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

autonomy support were unrelated to feelings of social
competence.

In line with our hypotheses, paternal and mater-
nal autonomy support was positively associated with
self-determination in the domain of school and in
the domain of friendship. Teacher autonomy-support
was not significantly associated with scholastic com-
petence, nor with grade point average. However, as
predicted, teacher autonomy-support was positively re-
lated to scholastic self-determination, but not to the
level of self-determination with respect to friendship.
Finally, scholastic self-determination was positively as-
sociated with school results (GPA) and scholastic com-
petence, and self-determination with respect to friend-
ship was positively correlated with social acceptance and
competence.

Primary Analyses: Structural Equation Modeling

In order to (a) examine the relative contribution of the
interpersonal style of father, mother, and teachers to the
development of self-determination, (b) assess the degree
of specificity in the hypothesized relationships between
self-determination and its outcomes, and (c) investigate
the potentially intervening role of self-determination, a
path-model including these 3 sets of variables was tested
(see Fig. 1). To test the proposed model, structural equa-
tion modeling with latent variables was performed, using
Lisrel 8.54 (Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1996). To evaluate
the goodness-of-fit of the models, the Standardized Root
Mean Square Residual (SRMR; Bentler, 1995) and the
Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation (RMSEA;
Steiger and Lind, 1980) were selected. According to Hu
and Bentler (1999), the combined cut-off values of 0.09
for SRMR and 0.06 for RMSEA indicate a good model fit.
In addition, we also inspected the Comparative Fit Index
(CFI) with values of 0.90 or above indicating acceptable
fit (Bentler, 1990).

SEM with latent variables requires multiple indica-
tors for all the constructs that are assessed. Instead of using
separate items as indicators, we created 3 parcels of items
for the constructs (in a random fashion) and used these as
indicators of the latent constructs. This procedure was fol-
lowed for each construct, except for grade point average,
which was indexed by a single indicator. According to
Marsh et al. (1998), parceling has some advantages with
respect to the modeling of latent factors. Parceling results
in a smaller number of indicators per latent factor, indi-
vidual parcels are likely to have a stronger relation to the
latent factor, are less likely to be influenced by method
effects, and are more likely to meet the assumptions of
normality. In addition, the reliability of the factors is un-
affected by the use of parcels since the same items are
used to form the latent factor.

Initial estimation of the complete measurement
model with 22 observed variables (i.e., parcels) and 8
latent factors by means of confirmatory factor analy-
sis indicated an acceptable model fit (χ2(210) = 368.20;
SRMR = 0.058; RMSEA = 0.054; CFI = 0.93). All of the
parcels had a strong loading on their corresponding latent
factor (mean λ = 0.61). In sum, a reliable measurement
model was obtained for the constructs in our study. Next,
we tested the hypothesized structural model, in which par-
enting and teaching styles only have indirect effects on the
outcome variables through their influence on adolescents’
levels of self-determination. In order to control for the
effects of gender and age, both variables were included
in the model as additional predictors. Initial testing of
this model yielded an acceptable fit (χ2(227) = 418.16;
SRMR = 0.085; RMSEA = 0.057; CFI = 0.90). In-
spection of the structural coefficients revealed that 2
of the hypothesized paths were not significant, namely
the paths from paternal autonomy support to both self-
determination in school and in friendships. In order to
arrive at the most parsimonious model, the model was
re-estimated without these paths, resulting in an equally
well-fitting model (χ2(229) = 418.97; SRMR = 0.085;
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Fig. 2. Standardized path coefficients for the model predicting relationships between autonomy support (of mother, father,
and teachers), the relative autonomy index (RAI; with respect to motivation for school and for friendships), grade point
average (GPA), scholastic competence and social competence. For sake of clarity, the effects of gender and age are not
shown. ∗∗∗p < 0.001; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗p < 0.05.

RMSEA = 0.057; CFI = 0.90). This model is shown in
Fig. 2.

To determine whether self-determination acts as an
intervening variable between autonomy-supportive teach-
ing and parenting and the outcome variables, it was in-
spected whether the addition of direct paths from parent-
ing or teaching style to the outcome variables would result
in a better fitting model. The modification indices, how-
ever, did not suggest adding any direct path, indicating
that the indirect effects model yields the most parsimo-
nious and best-fitting description of the data. Further ev-
idence for the intervening role of self-determination was
obtained from inspection of the significance of the in-
direct effects of parenting and teaching on the outcome
variables through self-determination. Significant indirect
effects were found from maternal autonomy support to
grade point average (β = 0.07; p < 0.05), to social com-
petence (β = 0.10; p < 0.01), and to scholastic compe-
tence (β = 0.11; p < 0.05). Significant indirect effects
were also obtained from the autonomy-supportive teach-
ing style to grade point average (β = 0.10; p < 0.01) and
to scholastic competence (β = 0.16; p < 0.01).

Inspection of the final, best-fitting model (Fig. 2) re-
veals that our hypotheses were generally supported. Per-
ceived autonomy-supportive parenting was related to self-
determination in 2 life-domains, school and friendship,
and perceived teacher autonomy-support was specifically
related to self-determination in school. Fathers’ parent-
ing style, however, did not contribute significantly to the
level of self-determination in addition to the contribution
of mothers’ parenting style.

Furthermore, in line with our hypotheses, relation-
ships between self-determination and outcome variables
were specific and well differentiated. Whereas scholas-

tic self-determination was positively related to scholastic
competence and better school results, self-determination
in the friendship domain was positively related to so-
cial competence only. Finally, consistent evidence was
obtained for the intervening role of self-determination be-
tween parenting or teaching style and the outcome vari-
ables. It was found that (maternal) parenting and teaching
styles only exert an indirect influence on scholastic com-
petence and grade point average through their effect on
scholastic self-determination. Likewise, (maternal) par-
enting style only influenced social competence indirectly
through an effect on self-determination in the friendship
domain.

STUDY 2

Because we wanted to (a) cross-validate the model
proposed in Study 1, and (b) extend the study of self-
determination into another life domain, a 2nd study was
conducted. Study 2 focused again on the development
of self-determination in school, but also looked for the
1st time at the domain of searching for a job. Again, we
investigated the degree of self-determination in these do-
mains in relationship to the interpersonal context offered
by parents and teachers.

During their last year of high school, many stu-
dents in the lower educational disciplines are confronted
with the normative task of looking out for a future job.
Given the importance of this choice for their further lives,
it is interesting to investigate individual differences in
the way adolescents approach the process of job-search
and how the social environment can predict those differ-
ences. Previous SDT-studies (Vansteenkiste et al., 2004a,
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2005) found, in line with SDT, that unemployed people
who feel controlled in their job-search, or who feel futile
and amotivated experience their unemployment as more
negatively and display lower well-being. In contrast, au-
tonomous job-search motivation was positively related
to self-actualization, and was the only positive predictor
of self-reported past job-search behavior. In the present
study, we explore whether a more self-determined job-
search regulation is associated with more adaptive func-
tioning in the vocational domain even among participants
who had not entered the labor market yet but who were
about to do so. Participants’ intention to search for a job
and the dimensions of their vocational identity served as
outcome variables (Flum and Blustein, 2000).

Two dimensions are thought to be crucial in defining
one’s vocational identity, that is, exploration and commit-
ment (Marcia, 1980; Schmitt-Rodermund and Vondracek,
1999). Exploration implies experimenting with different
vocational options and possibilities. Commitment refers
to the determined adherence to the choice one made about
a future job. Higher levels of identity development are
characterized by committed choices that have been made
after a period of profound exploration. Adolescents with
self-determined motives to search for a job are, by defini-
tion, likely to engage in job-search activities with a sense
of volition. Because they experience their job seeking as
more volitional, they are more likely to actively search for
a job (job-search intention) and they are more likely to
thoroughly explore the job market in order to find a job
that meets their personal, authentic goals and needs (ex-
ploration). Finally, given that self-determined adolescents
base their actions and decisions upon self-endorsed goals,
they are expected to feel more certain and confident about
the job choice they ultimately make (commitment).

The study of self-determination may shed a new light
on past research about autonomy and vocational identity.
Past research within the domain of vocational career de-
velopment has tended to rely on a conceptualization of
autonomy as separation-individuation. Most of these stud-
ies have found weak or no support for a relation between
psychological separation or independence and students’
career decision-making abilities (Santos and Coimbra,
2000) and vocational self-concept (Tokar et al., 2003).
It has been argued that this lack of consistent relations
may be due to the fact that the effects of separation or
independence are moderated by the extent to which this
process occurs within a secure and supportive attachment
relationship (Blustein et al., 1991). As argued earlier, self-
determination does not exclude such a positive parent–
child relationship: instead, it is thought to be promoted
by responsive and autonomy-supportive interpersonal re-
lationships. Hence, in contrast to the equivocal evidence

obtained within separation-individuation research, we ex-
pect that self-determined motives for job seeking will be
strongly positively associated with high school students’
vocational identity.

As in Study 1, it is hypothesized that autonomy-
supportive parenting is positively associated with self-
determination, both in the domain of school activities and
the domain of job search. Moreover, it can be expected
that, in our sample of students from the lower educational
disciplines, the motivation to look for a job is shaped for an
important part in the school context, because the education
these students receive focuses very strongly on developing
the concrete abilities they will need in their future jobs.
For these adolescents, the school environment and their
vocational aspirations are closely intertwined. Therefore,
we expect that teacher autonomy-support is positively as-
sociated with scholastic self-determination, but also with
self-determination in the domain of job search.

Further, we predicted that: (a) scholastic self-
determination is positively associated with students’
school results, and (b) higher levels of self-determination
in the domain of job search are positively related to both
dimensions of vocational identity, and to the intention to
actually search for a job. Finally, as in Study 1, we ex-
pected adolescents’ specific level of self-determination
to act as an intervening variable between parenting and
teaching styles and their identity development and grade
point average.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The sample comprised 285 adolescents from 3 sec-
ondary schools in the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium.
All participants in this study were in the last grade
(Grade 12 or 13) of high school. For the purpose of this
study, students were drawn from the lower educational
disciplines, that is, the technical and vocational training
classes. Their age ranged from 17 to 22 years with a
mean of 18.71 years. There were 129 (46%) boys and 150
(54%) girls in our sample (6 participants did not denote
their gender). Data gathering took place during school
time and did not take more than 50 min. Students partici-
pated voluntarily in small group sessions. Anonymity was
guaranteed.

Measurements

All measures included in the present study were in
Dutch, the participants’ mother tongue. Items were always
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scored on 5-point Likert scales, ranging from 1 strongly
disagree to 5 strongly agree.

Parental Autonomy-Support Versus Psychological
Control. The same scales as described in Study 1 were
used to assess parenting styles. Cronbach’s alphas of the
psychological control scale were 0.80 and 0.78 for moth-
ers and fathers, respectively. Cronbach’s alphas of the
autonomy support scale were 0.77 and 0.68 for mothers
and fathers, respectively. As in Study 1, the psychological
control and autonomy support scales were strongly neg-
atively correlated r = −.56; p < 0.001 for mothers and
r = −.58; p < 0.001 for fathers. Hence, as in Study 1,
an autonomy support versus psychological control com-
posite was computed by reversing the psychological con-
trol items and summing them with the autonomy-support
items.

Teachers’ Autonomy Support. Cronbach’s alpha of
the 6-item version of the Learning Climate Questionnaire
was 0.80. See Study 1 for a description of this scale.

Self-Determination in School. Participants com-
pleted the same measure as described in Study 1.
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.77.

Self-Determination in Job Search. Students com-
pleted the Job Search Self-regulation Questionnaire
(SRQ-JS; Vansteenkiste et al., 2004a), which is an adap-
tation of the original self-regulation questionnaires (Ryan
and Connell, 1989). Participants were asked to rate
21 reasons to search for a job in the future. Each reason
was an indicator of 1 specific self-regulatory style (i.e.,
amotivation, external regulation, introjection, identifica-
tion, and intrinsic motivation). As a measure of overall
self-determined motivation with respect to job-seeking
behavior, the relative autonomy index was calculated in
the same way as in Study 1. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.71.

Grade Point Average. Participants were asked to in-
dicate the global score they obtained on their most recently
completed series of exams.

Job-Search Behavior. Participants responded to
7 items about their intention to engage in job-search activ-
ities after their graduation. Examples of job-search activ-
ities are writing a letter of application, using the internet
to find a job, and contacting employers. Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.90.

Vocational Identity. Participants completed the so-
cietal identity scales of the U-GIDS (Meeus, 1996). The
commitment scale (5 items; e.g., “My future choice of
profession gives me security in life.”) measures the ex-
tent to which students feel committed to, and derive
self-confidence from their career choice and their fu-
ture job. The exploration scale (5 items; e.g., “I try
to find out a lot about my future job.”) taps the de-
gree to which adolescents are actively engaged in ex-

ploring their future job. Cronbach’s alphas were 0.86
and 0.79.

Results

Descriptives and Correlational Analyses

As in Study 1, preliminary analyses investigated gen-
der and age differences in the study variables. A significant
multivariate effect of gender on the study variables was
found (Wilks’s � = 0.81; F (9, 205) = 5.42; p < 0.001).
Similar to Study 1 girls showed higher levels of self-
determination for school (M = 2.03; SD = 0.63) and
job-searching (M = 2.27; SD = 0.66) than boys (M =
1.72; SD = 0.58 and M = 2.10; SD = 0.50, respectively;
F (1, 233) = 13.37; p < 0.001 and F (1, 213) = 4.71;
p < 0.05, respectively). In addition, girls again obtained a
higher grade point average (M = 69.34; SD = 8.05) and
reported more job-search intentions (M = 3.57; SD =
1.04) than boys (M = 65.28; SD = 7.98 and M = 3.08;
SD = 1.14, respectively; F (1, 213) = 13.71; p < 0.001
and F (1, 213) = 10.76; p < 0.01, respectively). Adoles-
cents’ age did not significantly correlate with any of the
study variables. As a consequence, we only controlled for
the effects of gender in the primary analyses.

Correlations among all variables are presented in
Table II. As in Study 1, both maternal and paternal au-
tonomy support were positively associated with school
grades. In line with expectations, autonomy-supportive
parenting by both father and mother was positively re-
lated self-determination, both in the domain of school
and in the domain of job searching. Furthermore, teacher
autonomy-support was significantly positively associated
with students’ grade point average, as well as with ex-
ploration and commitment. Also confirming our hypoth-
esis, teacher autonomy-support was positively associated
with self-determination in both the domain of school and
job searching. In turn, scholastic self-determination was
positively associated with school grades. Moreover, self-
determination with respect to job-seeking behaviors was
positively associated with both dimensions of vocational
identity, and with job-search intention.

Primary Analyses: Structural Equation Modeling

As in Study 1, we created 3 parcels of items for
the constructs (in a random fashion) and used these as
indicators of the latent constructs except for grade point
average, which was indexed by a single indicator. Initial
estimation of the complete measurement model with 25
observed variables (i.e., parcels) and 9 latent factors by
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Table II. Correlations Among All Variables (Study 2)

Measures (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

(1) Autonomy support mother 1
(2) Autonomy support father .33∗∗∗ 1
(3) Autonomy support teachers .04 .03 1
(4) Relative autonomy school .24∗∗∗ .16∗∗ .25∗∗∗ 1
(5) Relative autonomy job-search .26∗∗∗ .23∗∗∗ .22∗∗ .30∗∗∗ 1
(6) Grade point average (GPA) .13∗ .13∗ .19∗∗ .22∗∗ .05 1
(7) Exploration .00 .01 .30∗∗∗ .22∗∗ .27∗∗∗ .14∗ 1
(8) Commitment −.02 .06 .30∗∗∗ .13∗ .32∗∗∗ .10 .63∗∗∗ 1
(9) Job search intention .09 .08 .11∗ .14∗ .12∗ −.06 .14∗ .09 1

∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

means of confirmatory factor analysis indicated an ac-
ceptable model fit (χ2(256) = 300.03; SRMR = 0.049;
RMSEA = 0.029; CFI = 0.97). In addition, each parcel
had a strong loading on its corresponding latent factor
(mean λ = 0.77).

Next, we tested the hypothesized structural model,
in which parenting and teaching styles only have indirect
effects on the outcome variables through their influence
on adolescents’ levels of self-determination. Gender was
entered in this model as a control variable. Initial test-
ing of this model yielded a good fit (χ2(279) = 358.58;
SRMR = 0.072; RMSEA = 0.037; CFI = 0.96). Inspec-
tion of the structural coefficients revealed that 2 paths were
not significant, namely the path from paternal autonomy-
support to scholastic self-determination and from mater-
nal autonomy-support to self-determination in the job-
search domain. Evidently, re-estimation of this model
without these paths did not result in a significant loss
in fit (χ2(281) = 363.02; SRMR = 0.073; RMSEA =
0.037; CFI = 0.96). This model is shown in Fig. 3.

The modification indices did not suggest adding any
direct path between parenting or teaching style and any
of the outcome variables, indicating that the indirect ef-
fects model yields the most parsimonious and best-fitting
description of the data. Moreover, inspection of the indi-
rect effects further attested to the significant role of self-
determination as an intervening variable; Significant indi-
rect effects were found from maternal autonomy-support
to grade point average (β = 0.05; p < 0.05) and from pa-
ternal autonomy-support to exploration (β = 0.13; p <

0.01) and to commitment (β = 0.13; p < 0.01). In addi-
tion, teachers’ autonomy-support was indirectly linked
to grade point average (β = 0.06; p < 0.05), explo-
ration (β = 0.20; p < 0.01), and commitment (β = 0.18;
p < 0.01).

The results of Study 2 cross-validate the results
of Study 1, and provide further evidence for the inte-
grated model proposed in Fig. 1. As expected, autonomy-

supportive parenting was positively associated with ado-
lescents’ degree of self-determination in specific life
domains. However, in the structural model, evidence was
found for an interaction between the gender of the par-
ent involved and the domain of self-determination. Fa-
thers’ parenting style was uniquely associated with self-
determination in the job-search domain, and mothers’
parenting style was uniquely associated with scholas-
tic self-determination. Interestingly, the latter finding is
in line with Study 1, in which fathers’ parenting style
and scholastic self-determination were also unrelated
when mothers’ parenting style was taken into account
(see Fig. 2).

In addition to the variance explained by par-
ents’ autonomy-support, the perceived autonomy-support
by teachers positively predicted the degree of self-
determination in both domains. This confirms our hy-
pothesis that, at least for students from the lower
educational classes, the school environment and their
vocational competencies are strongly connected. This
was further evidenced by the finding that teacher sup-
port was strongly positively correlated with the 2 di-
mensions of vocational identity, that is exploration and
commitment.

In line with SDT, self-determination with respect to
job search is positively associated with job-search inten-
tion and with both dimensions of vocational identity. The
latter finding not only indicates that self-determination
is an important determinant of the psychosocial devel-
opment of adolescents in this specific domain of life, it
also provides evidence for the conceptual convergence
between identity development and self-determination pro-
posed by some authors (e.g., Flum and Blustein, 2000).
As in Study 1, scholastic self-determination was posi-
tively associated with students’ GPA. Finally, no sig-
nificant direct paths were evidenced from the parenting
or teaching styles to the dependent variables when self-
determination was included in the model as an intervening
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Fig. 3. Standardized path coefficients for the model predicting relationships between autonomy support (of mother, father, and
teachers), the relative autonomy index (RAI; with respect to motivation for school and job search), grade point average (GPA),
vocational identity and job search activities. For sake of clarity, the effects of gender are not shown. ∗∗∗p < 0.001. ∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05.

variable. In line with hypotheses and the findings of Study
1, this again suggests that the self-determination serves as
an intervening variable in explaining linkages between
parenting/teaching styles and domain-specific outcome
variables.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Previous research on the relationship between au-
tonomy, parenting and adolescents’ psychosocial devel-
opment has yielded results that are inconsistent with
theoretical expectations. Theoretically, the development
of autonomy is considered as an important step toward
ego maturation and higher levels of psychosocial func-
tioning (Blos, 1979). Moreover, psychoanalytic theory
suggests that the development of autonomy is maximally
promoted by responsive, nurturant parenting styles. Em-
pirically however, some measures of autonomy are nega-
tively corrrelated with both indices of positive function-
ing, and measures of nurturant, effective parenting (Beyers
and Goossens, 1999; Ryan and Lynch, 1989). According
to a number of authors (e.g., Hill and Holmbeck, 1986;
Ryan and Lynch, 1989), this discrepancy is due to the
fact that the notions of “detachment” or “independence”
undergird most conceptualizations of autonomy.

In the present study, we studied self-determination
as a way to tap into the concept of adolescent auton-

omy. Self-determined behaviors are self-endorsed, and
are based on self-chosen, authentic values and per-
sonal interests. Importantly, behaving according to these
volitional, authentic goals and values do not imply that
an individual detaches oneself from influences of the so-
cial context (Ryan and Lynch, 1989). In contrast, SDT
predicts that social contexts that are responsive and au-
tonomy supportive promote the development of this vo-
litional or self-governing functioning. Self-determination
would, in turn, lead to better adjustment and higher levels
of psychosocial functioning (Deci and Ryan, 2000). The
findings of both studies provide considerable support for
this model.

Antecedents of Self-Determination: Perceptions
of the Interpersonal Environment

In both studies, autonomy-supportive parenting
contributed significantly to the prediction of self-
determination in specific life domains. In Studies 1 and
2, perceived autonomy-support by teachers added signifi-
cantly to the prediction of self-determination in school in
addition to the variance explained by parenting styles, and
in Study 2, support by teachers also added significantly to
the prediction of self-determination in the domain of job
search. In sum, the findings suggest that both parents and
teachers contribute to the development of self-determined
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behaviors in adolescents. This is an important finding
given the fact that, in the literature, there is little interplay
between research in the domain of educational psychol-
ogy (which tends to focus on the learning and teaching cli-
mate) and research in developmental psychology (which
tends to focus on the influence of parents) (Ryan et al.,
1994).

Another goal of the present study consisted in com-
paring the relative predictive power of mothers’ and fa-
thers’ parenting style separately. This approach, which
is rarely applied in research on parenting, revealed some
interesting interactions between the gender of the parent
and the adolescent’s self-determined regulation in the life
domain involved. In Study 1, it was found that, in addition
to mothers’ parenting style and teachers’ autonomy sup-
port, fathers’ autonomy-support did not contribute signif-
icantly to the adolescents’ self-regulation in the domains
of friendships and school. Study 2 replicated the latter
finding, which is also consistent with previous research
(d’Ailly, 2003). Furthermore, Study 2 revealed that pa-
ternal autonomy-support was specifically associated with
job-search self-regulation. Theory and research about the
differential roles of mothers and fathers in rearing children
suggests that fathers are primarily important in guiding
their children’s relationships to the outer world, whereas
mothers have more influence on the inner world and the
more direct social environment of their adolescents (e.g.,
Grolnick et al., 1996; Verschueren and Marcoen, 1999;
Youniss and Smollar, 1985). The development of peer
competence and the regulation of school activities can in-
deed be considered as part of the primary concerns and
the direct social environment of the adolescent, that is,
domains in which mothers are thought to be strongly in-
fluential. Looking for a job, by contrast, involves taking
in a position in the broader society, and hence, can be
considered as a life domain in which fathers may be more
important. In sum, our findings provide an empirical il-
lustration of the specialized roles that mothers and fathers
may play in their children’s development in specific life-
domains and, as such, further testify to the importance of
studying mothers’ and fathers’ rearing style separately.

Consequences of Self-Determination:
Psychosocial Functioning

A large number of studies have provided evidence for
the claim of self-determination theory that higher levels of
self-determination are associated with better adjustment
and more positive functioning (see Deci and Ryan, 2000
for a review). It has been shown for instance that self-
determination in scholastic activities is associated with

feelings of academic competence, better learning strate-
gies, and with higher school grades (Black and Deci, 2000;
Fortier et al., 1995; Grolnick et al., 1991; Yamauchi et al.,
1999). These findings are clearly confirmed in the present
studies. It appears that more self-determined motivation to
engage in scholastic activities is associated with more per-
ceived competence, as well as with higher actual grades.

To the best of our knowledge, friendship and looking
for a future job, 2 life domains that are equally important
in the period of adolescence, have not been investigated
from a self-determination perspective. Our findings pro-
vide clear preliminary evidence that a higher degree of
self-determination in these domains is associated with fa-
vorable outcomes. Self-determination in friendship is pos-
itively associated with feelings of social competence, and
self-determination in the job-seeking domain is associated
with (a) the intention to actually engage in job-seeking
behaviors, and (b) adolescents’ vocational identity de-
velopment, the latter findings extending earlier findings
by Vansteenkiste et al. (2004a). Moreover, the results of
our path analyses suggest that the relationships between
self-determination and outcome variables are highly spe-
cific, confirming Vallerand’s (1997) hypothesis that self-
determination in 1 domain of life is specifically related to
the individual’s functioning in that domain.

It should be noted that these consistent and clear-
cut findings are in contrast with past research findings
linking dimensions of separation-individuation to social
competence and vocational identity, respectively. Within
the domain of peer competence, for instance, separation-
individuation theory has assumed that the relation be-
tween the social worlds of parents and peers is a con-
flictual one (Steinberg and Silverberg, 1986): either an
adolescent maintains a close bond with parents or he or
she sheds off the parental ties and seeks refuge in the com-
pany of peers. More recent theoretical accounts, however,
stress that parents and peers are interconnected rather than
conflictual socialization contexts (Ladd and Pettit, 2002).
Within the latter view, parents who are responsive, warm,
and empathic toward the child’s needs and goals would
contribute to, rather than hinder, the child’s peer com-
petence. Consistent with this view, the construct of self-
determination does not exclude the possibility of warm
and close parent–child relationships. Instead, it is assumed
that responsive and autonomy-supportive parenting pro-
motes self-determination (Ryan and Solky, 1996), which,
in turn, results in more social competence. The results of
Study 1 clearly support the latter view.

Similarly, the results of Study 2 may shed a new
light on past findings about the role of separation-
individuation in the domain of job-searching and voca-
tional self-concept. Although it is hypothesized that the
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process of separation-individuation is crucial for a suc-
cessful negotiation of the task of career development,
research has largely failed to find consistent relations
between measures of separation-individuation and voca-
tional self-concept (Tokar et al., 2003) or career indecision
(Santos and Coimbra, 2000). On the basis of SDT it was
anticipated in the present study that the extent to which
adolescents engage in their search for a job with a sense
of volition is more fundamental to their vocational iden-
tity than the extent to which they separated themselves
from their parents. In line with this idea, Study 2 clearly
demonstrated that there are strong linkages between ado-
lescents’ self-determined motives for job searching and
both the extent to which they thoroughly explore their vo-
cational options and the strength of their adherence to and
certainty with respect to the choices they make.

Self-Determination as an Intervening Variable

The present studies examined both the hypothe-
sized antecedents and the hypothesized consequences of
self-determination. This allowed us to investigate whether
self-determination acts as an intervening variable in the
relationship between perceptions of the interpersonal
environment and psychosocial outcomes. This research
question is an important one because several scholars
have recently called for an exploration of the mecha-
nisms that may explain linkages between parental au-
tonomy support (vs. psychological control) and adjust-
ment (Grolnick, 2002; Barber and Harmon, 2002). Within
SDT, self-determination is explicitly conceptualized as
a motivational resource that accounts for effects of the
interpersonal environment on domain-specific outcomes
(Grolnick et al., 1991). Confirming this idea, clear evi-
dence for the intervening role of self-determination was
obtained. In each of the 2 studies presented, a model
without direct paths from the parenting/teaching styles
to the outcome variables was found to provide the best
fit to the data. Moreover, many significant indirect effects
were found from parenting/teaching styles to the outcome
variables, through the effect of self-determination. These
results suggest that the interpersonal environment as per-
ceived by adolescents impacts on their self-determined
functioning rather than directly on domain-specific out-
comes.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Although the present study extends earlier research
in many ways, it has some shortcomings. First, all rela-

tionships were investigated in a cross-sectional design.
Longitudinal research would not only allow to study
the long-term effects of self-determination, but also to
shed more light on the direction of effects found in the
present study. From the present studies, it cannot be con-
cluded whether parenting/teaching styles influence the
level of self-determination in adolescents, or whether
more self-determined adolescents give their parents more
opportunities to be nurturant and effective in their par-
enting style. A second shortcoming of these studies
is that all measures included were self-reports. This im-
plies that some of our findings might be influenced by
shared method variance. Therefore, it would be useful for
future research to include teachers’ and observer reports
of both the interpersonal context and the psychosocial
functioning of adolescents. Finally, for the purpose of this
study, the assessment of parenting and teaching styles was
limited to the dimension of autonomy support (vs. psycho-
logical control). It may be interesting for future research
to explore the relative contribution of 2 other crucial
dimensions of the interpersonal environment, namely
responsiveness (warmth) and regulation (structure)
(Grolnick et al., 1997) to the prediction of self-determined
functioning. In particular, future research could elabo-
rate both theoretically and empirically on the concept of
`̀teacher support.” Most studies on the teaching environ-
ment tend to assess either a very global level of support
(e.g., Torsheim and Wold, 2001) or a specific aspect of
teaching styles. It might be interesting to apply the dif-
ferent dimensions proposed in the parenting literature to
the teaching environment. Wentzel (2002) has undertaken
preliminary steps in this direction.

Conclusion

The present research demonstrates that the extent to
which adolescents regulate their behavior on the basis
of volitional or self-determined motives helps clarify the
impact of autonomy-supportive parenting and teaching
for adolescents’ optimal development in 3 critical life
domains, that is, schooling, social competence, and job
search. We hope that this conceptualization of autonomy
might stimulate other research to further understand the
impact of parenting and teaching styles for adolescents’
functioning.
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Les	élèves	du	secondaire	vivent	plusieurs	changements:	physiques,	psychologiques,	
sociaux.		
-	Ils	ont	plein	de	matières	à	étudier,	ils	doivent	faire	des	choix	pour	leur	avenir	
(carrière,	études).	On	sait	qu’il	est	parfois	difficile	pour	les	ados	de	rester	motiver	à	
l’école	à	cet	âge	
-  Ils	ont	aussi	à	gérer	leurs	relations	avec	leurs	parents,	qui	peuvent	devenir	plus	

difficiles	qu’avant	puisqu’ils	cherchent	à	développer	leur	autonomie	
-  Les	relations	d’amitié	deviennent	à	la	fois	de	plus	en	plus	importantes,	mais	aussi	

de	plus	en	plus	complexes.	Peuvent	être	une	source	de	soutien,	mais	aussi	une	
source	de	stress.	

-  C’est	donc	important	d’avoir	des	relations	soutenantes	non	seulement	à	la	
maison	avec	les	parents	et	à	l’école	avec	les	amis,	mais	aussi	avec	les	enseignants,		
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Intrinsèque:	faire	l’activité	pour	le	plaisir,	par	intérêt	pour	l’activité.		
Extrinsèque:	fait	l’activtié	pour	en	retirer	qqch	de	plaisant	ou	éviter	qqch	de	
déplaisant	
-  Rég	externe:	comp	régularisé	par	des	sources	de	ctrl	extérieures	(récomp	

matérielles)	
-  Introjectée:	commence	à	intérioriser	les	sources	de	ctrl	de	ses	actions	ou	

comportements	(on	ne	veut	pas	décevoir	les	autres)	
-  Identification:	comp’t	est	valorisé	et	jugé	imp’t	par	l’individu,	perçu	comme	choisi	

par	lui.	Activité	réalisée	à	des	fins	instrumentales,	mais	autodéterminée	
-  Intégration:	individu	se	sent	autodéterminé	et	l’activité	est	consistante	avec	

d’autres	schémas	de	sa	personne.		
-  (La	ligne	au	milieu	est	là	où	on	divise	entre	motivation	«	autoréulée	»	ou	pas.)	
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On	sait	que	les	types	d’activités	scolaires	implantées	par	les	enseignants	peuvent	
jouer	sur	l’intérêt	de	l’élève	envers	la	matière,	mais	est-ce	que	l’aspect	humain	est	
important?	
Est-ce	que	les	enseignants	peut	aller	au-delà	de	faire	comprendre	l’importance	des	
matières	ou	de	l’école	et	attiser	un	intérêt	authentique	et	émotif	sous	forme	de	
motivation	intrinsèque?	
Est-ce	que	le	rôle	des	enseignants	changent	au	cours	des	dernières	années	du	
secondaire,	lorsque	le	jeune	progresse	vers	plus	d’autonomie?	
	
Références	viennent	de	‘Handbook	of	Motivation	at	School	».	Voir	références	p.	146,	
Hidi	&	Renninger,	2006.	Voir	aussi	Wentzel,	2004	(p.	213)	et	1998	(p.	216)	qui	
suggère	des	résultats	semblables,	plus	de	focus	sur	la	qualité	de	la	relation.	Voir	Birch	
&	Ladd	(1997)	
SDT:	Connelle	&	Wellborn,	1991;	Skinner	&	Belmont,	1993.		
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Disproportion	des	filles…?	
-	Dans	notre	échantillon:	66%	filles	et	34%	garçon.	peut-être	à	cause	d’un	programme	
«	international	»?	
-  Décrochage	prévalent	chez	les	garçons	et	dans	les	milieux	défavorisés	

Questionnaire	autorapporté	en	ligne	
P.S.	Données	parents	et	enseignants	disponibles…	
	
Age	moyen	t1:	15,8	ans	(de	11,1	à	18,9	ans);	médiane	15,5	ans.	
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QUALITÉ	RELATION	
Dans	cette	école,	les	professeurs	traitent	les	élèves	avec	respect.	
Les	professeurs	de	cette	école	font	leur	possible	pour	aider	les	élèves.	
	
MOTIVATION	
2.	Parce	que	j'éprouve	du	plaisir	et	de	la	satisfaction	à	apprendre	de	nouvelles	
choses.	
6.	Pour	le	plaisir	que	je	ressens	à	me	surpasser	dans	mes	études.	
	
	
Qualité	-	suite	
Dans	cette	école,	les	idées	des	élèves	sont	écoutées	et	prises	en	considération.	
Dans	cette	école,	les	professeurs	s’intéressent	à	nos	problèmes.	
Les	professeurs	prennent	le	temps	de	discuter	de	l’organisation	des	cours	avec	les	
élèves.	
Dans	cette	école,	les	professeurs	traitent	tous	les	élèves	de	la	même	façon.	
Les	professeurs	de	cette	école	ne	se	moquent	jamais	des	élèves.	
Les	professeurs	sont	justes	dans	leur	manière	de	donner	les	points.	
Les	sanctions	ou	les	punitions	qui	sont	données	par	les	professeurs	sont	justes.	
Dans	cette	école,	les	punitions	sont	les	mêmes	pour	tous	les	élèves.	
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.16	:	p	=	.056	
	
Mplus	VERSION	8	(Mac)	
MUTHEN	&	MUTHEN	
03/18/2018			2:45	PM	
	
INPUT	INSTRUCTIONS	
	
		DATA:	FILE	IS	
					2016-11-01-BdeDdep-pourMplus.dat;	
	
					VARIABLE:	
				NAME	ARE	ID	ID3	AETHNI1	AECOL1	ASEXE1	AAGE1	ALAMAT1	ALAMAI1	
				AREVFA1	ASITFA1	ATE102	ATE103	
				TDnoang1	ATE104	ATE108	ATE109	amitat1	amialt1	amicat1	amicot1	amisot1	
amihat1	amihet1	
				amiamt1	amimet1	almi5t1	almi8t1	ATEAD1	ATERS1	ATERES1	ATECR1	ATEAE1	
ATEES1	ATECE1	
				ATEST1	ATEID11	ACBRD11	ACBPS11	ACBAD11	ACBSO11	ACBPP11	ACBER11	
ACBPA11	ACBCA11	
				ACBAF11	ACBAN11	ACBSP11	ACBHD11	ACBOD11	ACBCP11	ACBOC11	ACBPT11		
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•	Pourquoi	les	garçons	sont-ils	apparemment	moins	influencés	par	leurs	enseignants	
que	les	filles?		
On	critique	souvent	le	fait	que	l’école	«	est	faite	pour	les	filles	»,	alors	peut-être	que	
les	enseignants	peuvent	difficilement	influencer	la		motiv	intrins,	mais	qu’on	
trouverait	qqch	de	sig	pour	la	motiv	extr.	(à	première	vue,	ce	n’est	PAS	une	question	
de	puissance	statistiques,	mais	on	va	confirmer)	
•	Répication:	Les	liens	longi	et	meme	les	corrélations	entre	les	2	variables	diminuent	
avec	l’âge	–	est-ce	que	les	profs	ont	moins	d’influence	lorsque	les	ados	approchent	
de	la	fin	du	secondaire?	(à	vérifier	quand	même	en	contraignant	certains	liens	à	
égalité	dans	le	temps.		
	
•Tout	de	même	intéressant	d’exclure	la	possibilité	que	les	élèves	motivés	vont	
«	chercher	/	voir	le	meilleur	»	chez	leurs	enseignants.	C’est	le	grand	avantage	d’un	
modèle	longi,	et	l’aspect	transactionnel	permet	de	confirrmer	cette	tendance	sur	2	
temps	de	mesure.	La	possiblité	que	les	enseignants	peuvent	agir	sur	la	motivation	de	
leurs	élèves	est	plus	plausible.		
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Différentes	développementales:	pourrait-on	fixer	les	liens	à	égalité	entre	T1	et	T2?	
Ou	est-ce	que	la	force	des	liens	changent	avec	le	temps	
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a b s t r a c t

The public health research community has long recognized the roles of discrimination, institutional struc-
tures, and unfair economic practices in the production and maintenance of health disparities, but it has
neglected the ways in which the interpretation of these structures orients people in overcoming them and
achieving positive outcomes in their lives. In this call for researchers to pay more – and more nuanced –
attention to cultural context, we contend that group identity–as expressed through affiliation with an
oppressed group–can itself prompt meaningful role-based action. Public health’s study of resilience, then,
must consider the ways that individuals understand and, in turn, resist discrimination. In this article, we
briefly outline the shortcomings of current perspectives on resilience as they pertain to the study of
marginalizedyouthand thenconsider thepotentialprotectionofferedby ideological commitment. Toground
our conceptual argument, we use examples from two different groupswithwhom the authors haveworked
formany years: indigenous and sexualminority youth. Though these groups are dissimilar inmanyways, the
processes related to marginalization, identity and resilience are remarkably similar. Specifically, group
affiliation canprovide a context to reconceptualize personal difficulty as a politicized collective struggle, and
through this reading, can create a platform for ideological commitment and resistance.

� 2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

The public health research community is in a unique position to
address health disparities among marginalized populations. Public
health professionals have long recognized the roles of discrimina-
tion, institutional structures, and unfair economic practices in the
production and maintenance of health disparities. However,
researchers have overlooked the ways in which the interpretation
of these structures orients people in overcoming such disparities
and achieving positive outcomes in their lives. Previous research
has studied resiliencedthe process of overcoming on-going and
acute difficultiesdmainly as a function of individual risk and
protective factors leading to outcomes whose meanings are
presumably fixed as either resilient or not. This approach neglects
the differences in meanings embedded in both circumstances and
outcomes, especially as these differences relate to groups whose
meaning systems or values diverge from the dominant society.

This paper is a call to researchers to consider also the cultural
and political context of resilience, the ways in which distinctive

meaning frameworks orient actors. Although culture is often
included in resilience research as a variable or factor, we suggest
that too often it is used as a proxy for discrimination, and as such is
presumed to be a risk factor. Instead, research must investigate the
ways in which individuals – youth, in particular – interpret and
adaptively respond to the discrimination and prejudice they may
encounter as members of marginalized groups; and collaterally,
how these interpretive constructions and reconstructions situate
them as actors in the world. People’s experiences of ongoing and
acute hardship based on their marginalized status and group
affiliation can have real health consequences – but in ways that are
not uniformly negative (Chandler & Lalonde, 1998; LaFromboise,
Hoyt, Oliver, & Whitbeck, 2006). Group affiliation can provide
stabilizing resources from which youth can craft a clear cultural
identity, a process that has been shown to have positive health
consequences (Phinney, 1991; Wakefield & Hudley, 2007).

In this article, wewill briefly outline the shortcomings of current
perspectives on resilience as they pertain to the study of margin-
alized youth and then consider the potential protection offered by
ideological commitment. Our point of departure is work emerging
from conflict psychology that demonstrates how a politicized sense
of identity can provide young people with ways to understand
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personal experiences of trauma as part of a broader struggle. Our
discussion widens the construct of resilience and posits that it is
essential to understand the multiple ways in which identity, group
membership, and ideological commitment situate people’s health
behaviors and mental health.

To ground our conceptual argument, we will use examples from
two different marginalized groups with whom the authors have
worked for many years1. Both Indigenous and sexual minority
youth have an extremely high occurrence of suicidality (Borowsky,
Resnik, Ireland, & Blum, 1999; D’Augelli, Hershberger, & Pilkington,
2001; Eisenberg & Resnick, 2006; Kirmayer, Fletcher, & Boothroyd,
1998; Meyer, Dietrich, & Schwartz, 2008; Russell & Joyner, 2001;
Wexler, Hill, Bertone-Johnson, & Fenaughty, 2008), indicating
group-level outcomes that are the opposite of resilience. Yet, some
youth from these groups demonstrate remarkable resilience, in
part, we propose, because of their identity as Native or as gay,
lesbian, bisexual or transsexual (GLBT). Even though these groups
are dissimilar in many ways, we find the processes related to
marginalization, identity and resilience to be remarkably similar.
Specifically, group affiliation can help a young person reconceptu-
alize personal difficulty as a collective struggle. In so doing, ideo-
logical commitment and resistance against oppression may foster
positive health outcomes.

Current conceptualizations of resilience

Resilience is often conceptualized as a result of an amalgam of
discrete risk and protective factors (Olsson, Bond, Burns, Vella-
Brodrick, &Sawyer, 2003;Ungar, Lee, Callaghan,&Boothroyd, 2005).
‘‘Risk’’ factors are experiences of acute hardship (e.g. victimization)
or forms of sustained stress (e.g. poverty, historical trauma,
discrimination) that have been associatedwith ‘‘poor’’ behavioral or
health outcomes; resilience is then defined by those who defy the
odds and show ‘‘positive’’ outcomes. Based on this understanding,
researchersdevelopprevention and intervention strategies targeted
at individuals considered to be at ‘‘high-risk,’’ and specifically aimed
at increasing the ‘‘protective’’ factors that presumably make better-
than-expected outcomes possible.

As the field of resilience research matures, it has begun to
investigate the dynamic interaction of risk and protective factors
(Roosa, 2000) and to acknowledge a more active role for family and
community on individual functioning (Garmezy, 1987; Werner,
1993). These studies tend tomeasure the number and degree of risk
variables and their relation to protective factors, attempting to
identify specific buffering effects through individual resiliency
measures (Masten, 2001).

The subtext of this literature is the idea that risk and protective
factors are similarly experienced by all who share them, ignoring
the influence of social context and systems of domination on
personal experience and meaning (Massey, Cameroon, Ouellette, &
Fine, 1998). Thus, resilience research tends to neglect the heart of
the matter: the value people and their communities place on
various factors, especially when they do not fit within society’s
dominant paradigms. Resilience research has not adequately
acknowledged different communities’ meaning systems or
described the reciprocal processes taking place at the intersection
of personal and community meaning-making (Ungar, 2003, 2004).

In particular, developing a distinct identity and crafting
a collateral sense of purpose has been found to be an important
element in healthy youth development (Erikson, 1968; Hunter &

Csikszentmihalyi, 2003), but to date few researchers have investi-
gated the ways that this might be important in the study of resil-
ience for individuals who are not part of the dominant society and
who may be at risk for serious health consequences (e.g. suicide,
substance abuse, or depression) because of their marginalization.
To the extent that power imbalances based on socially constructed
categories are recognized, they are considered individual risk
factors. The interpretive moment – and the possibility of individ-
uals interpreting their circumstances and their group affiliations in
protective ways – are cut off.

To sum up, research has framed resilience as a fixed state that
can be assigned to a person or a group of people based on 1) a status
that confers risk, such as non-dominant group membership, and 2)
better-than-expected outcomes based on a matrix of time-limited
criteria (e.g. graduation, self-esteem scores, absence of substance
use/abuse) that are defined and allotted to participants by
researchers. Thus are individuals separated into two distinct
groups, those who are considered resilient and those who are not.
However, we contend that resiliencedrebounding after experi-
encing hardshipdis a process involving personal and collective
meaning-making and negotiation, which should not be assumed to
be a steady state. Understanding the mechanisms involved in this
process can widen the scope of resilience inquiry to account for the
standing of groups within the dominant society and the meaning of
such positioning for marginalized group members. We turn next to
an example of such a process.

When ‘‘poor’’ outcomes indicate resilient processes

The notion of risk-thus-resilience assumes a particular cause
and effect rationality that is not necessarily shared by those living
through the circumstances under study. This can make the positive
outcomes used to define resilience problematic. If the meanings of
various resilience indicators are socially produced and reflective of
the dominant society, assigning a particular valence to events may
lead to misconceptions when the research is focused on margin-
alized groups (Ungar, 2004).

For example, graduation from high school has been identified as
an unequivocally positive outcome, both in its own right and as
associated with other positive outcomes (i.e. prosocial behaviors)
(LaFromboise et al., 2006). But the meaning of this accomplishment
varies for individuals and communities. For peoples for whom
schools have been primary colonizing agentsdas for many Indige-
nous peoplesdschool success can be a community marker that
aligns individuals with the dominating culture (Dehyle, 1992).
Equally problematic, schools are often unsafe and threatening
spaces for young people who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual
or transgender, which makes graduation difficult (Bontempo &
D’Augelli, 2002; Gross, Aurand, & Adessa, 1988; Smith, 1998).

In such a context, leaving school or acting against cultural/
behavioral regulation can be seen as acts of resistance and resil-
ience (see critical theorists such as Freire, 1970; McLean, 1997;
Ryan, 1989; Ryan, 1991). An outcome such as school leaving,
defined by researchers as unfavorable, could instead reflect
empowerment on the part of the individual participant, their
family or community; and could be understood as exhibiting
personal agency and affiliation. By intentionally2 embracing one’s

1 Wexler and Burke have worked with different groups of Alaska Native young
people since the early- to mid-1990s; DiFulvio has worked with lesbian/gay/
bisexual/transgender youth since the early 2000s.

2 It is important to distinguish between the experience of actively categorizing
oneself as a member of a group versus resignedly accepting others’ identification of
oneself as a member of a marginalized group. The former implies a process of
exploration and then commitment (Phinney, 1989; Phinney & Chavira, 1995) to
one’s identity while the latter is often experienced as discriminatory or marginal-
izing. We suggest that an active process of identification and ideological commit-
ment are key constructs associated with resilience among these groups.
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identity as indigenous or GLBT, youth explicitly locate themselves
within a larger community that has been discriminated against and
continues to experience prejudice. In this way, they align them-
selves with shared meaning systems that can provide an explana-
tion for their own experiences of either racism and ethnocentrism
or homophobia, and can provide helpful avenues to combat or
(re)define it as part of a phenomenon larger than themselves.

In short, it is not only a given student’s exposure to acute or on-
going stresses in school, but the meanings these experiences hold
for the individual and the particular group to which they belong,
that shape how ‘‘resilient’’ school outcomes are. To be clear, we do
not assert that Native or GLBT students who thrive in school are
necessarily rejecting a group identity or are not resilient, but we
stress that the valence of the outcome ‘‘graduate’’ or ‘‘school leaver’’
is not immediately evident. The example of school for these two
communities underscores the potential for misappropriation of
meaningwhen researchers presuppose that resilience is a universal
phenomenon apart from the assumptions that determine it.

Theoretical support: the importance of making sense of hardship

Erikson (1968), one of the seminal theorists of adolescent
development, proposed that young people need ideological guides
to make sense of all that occurs around them. These guides provide
young people with a means to evaluate and differentiate among
experiences in order to weigh them as more or less worthwhile.
Importantly, Erikson proposed that young people need to identify
with values that have transcendence, that is, that supersede family
and self and have historical continuity, commanding respect from
others who have lived and who will live after them (Yates & You-
niss, 1996). This sense of transcendence is important for young
people because it provides them with a compelling purpose.
Research has found that purpose plays a ‘‘.powerfully generative
role in development’’ (Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003, p. 120).

Barber’s (2008a, 2008b) research is consistent with and extends
these ideas. Coming fromconflict psychology, hisworkwithyouth in
war-torn Bosnia and Gaza highlights the psychological importance
of establishing a sense of identity that provides young people with
away to understand their personal experiences of war. He observes
that the violence of war is not experienced uniformly across
conflicts, and that this effect varies based on young people’s and
their communities’ perceptions. For example, Palestinian youth
during the Intifada had clear ways of making sense of the conflict,
whereas Bosnian youth in Sarajevo did not. The presence or absence
of these meaning-making structures had clear consequences for
young people’s psychological health. In the Palestinian example,
‘‘the historical meaning given to the struggle was passed on
continually through stories of earlier stages of Jewish/Arab conflict
by the youths’ fathers and grandfathers.facilitating both personal
and cultural continuity’’ (Barber, 2008b, p. 286). Instead of extolling
the trauma of war, the Palestinian youth that Barber (2008b) inter-
viewed expressed narratives of engagement ‘‘loaded with emotion
and purpose’’ (p. 287). In contrast, the Bosnian youth narratives
concentrated on the stress and traumaof their experiences.Without
a clear way to understand the conflict within larger historical and
cultural context, sufferingwas the essence of the Bosnian stories. ‘‘In
short, the Bosnianyouthwere able tomake no sense of the violence,
but the Palestinian youth drew essential, intricate, and inspiring
meaning from their conflict.In this case, it was clear that an ability
to understand the conflict (i.e. interpret, make sense of it) was
a significant parameter that distinguished thedegree towhichyouth
felt injured by the violence’’ (Barber, 2008b, p. 289).

Particularly important are the ways in which youth perceive the
logic and legitimacy of the conflict, the roles they play in it, and the
ways they incorporate their experiences into their personal and

social development. Most significant here are Barber’s claims that
communities’ interpretations of the origin, purpose, and value of
a conflict shapes the psychological and behavioral health ramifi-
cations of that conflict for young members. Simply put: Can the
prevailing systems of meaning make sense of the conflict? He
concludes that if young people can locate themselves in a historical
context, identify with a collective purpose and play an active role to
further that purpose, theywill be better able towithstand hardship.

Punamaki (1996), too, has found a positive relationship between
purpose or ideological commitment and psychological endurance
in situations of political violence. Ideological commitment as used
here provides people with a clear explanation for why theydas
members of a groupdare experiencing hardship (Bettelheim,
1961). This kind of collective reasoning comes with a shared
viewpoint from which members make sense of and define the
parameters of a specific group identity (Phelan, 1989). In this way,
group membership is psychologically important because it can
provide people with a shared platform from which to ascribe
meaning to one’s personal struggles, and in so doing, gain a stabi-
lizing and reassuring sense of selfhood through the affiliation.

Barber’s and others’ work is ripe for adaptation for youth pop-
ulations who are not in the midst of war but are dealing with the
everyday violence of oppression in different forms. It is our
contention that this process has the potential to increase resilience.
‘‘Ideological commitment is psychologically important because
people strive to find a meaning for traumatic events and incorpo-
rate them into their life experiences’’ (Punamaki, 1996, p.55). Thus,
being able to make collective sense of one’s negative experiences
(e.g. victimization and acculturation stress) buffers the psycholog-
ical impact of those events. In situations of low-level trauma (as
compared to extreme trauma in war), this understanding seems to
have a strong moderating effect that reduces the levels of anxiety,
insecurity, and depression, and increases individual well-being
(Punamaki, 1996).

The details of this process are different for the two exemplar
populations in this paper, but we suggest that the significance of
establishing an affiliationwith a community that supports selfhood
within a larger purpose (e.g. indigenous sovereignty or gay rights)
is important for supporting resilience in both. Such group affilia-
tions can provide young people with a sense of belonging, social
norms and behavioral pathways of response, and can offer them
a sustaining ideological commitment (Punamaki, 1996) or sense of
transcendent purpose (Damon et al., 2003). In the next two
sections, we will discuss the ways in which these affiliationsdand
the meaning systems connected to themdcould be important in
promoting resilience first for Indigenous and then LGBT youth.

Indigenous youth, culture and resilience

Studies with Indigenous youth have demonstrated that
purposelessness can lead to poor mental health outcomes such as
depression, self-absorption, addictions, destructive behavior and
difficulties with interpersonal relations (Damon et al., 2003). Bjer-
regaard (2001) linked rapid socio-cultural change in the arctic to
poor mental health outcomes; Duran & Duran (1995) connected
historical trauma to substance abuse and violence. Responses from
Alaska Native youth to the question ‘‘Why do you think people
attempt or commit suicide?’’ (Wexler, 2009) paint a more intimate,
urgent picture. ‘‘Without clearer pathways to navigate these
tensions and enter Inupiaq adulthood, (young) men are left
floundering.’’ Put more bluntly, ‘‘(Men are) tired of how they live
and the way they live.’’ A different youth stated, ‘‘They’re bored and
think there’s nothing better to do with their life.’’ (p. 15).

In contrast, numerous studies underscore a connection between
Indigenous young people’s well-being and their identification and
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involvement with their culture. Whereas research with American
Indian people has established perceived discrimination as
a primary risk factor for young people, enculturation has been
found to be protective, especially in the face of race-related prej-
udice (LaFromboise et al., 2006). In fact, researchers have often
considered the role of culture in supporting and facilitating resil-
ience for Indigenous people facing a variety of risks (Adelson, 2000;
Montgomery, Miville, Winterowd, Jeffries, & Baysden, 2000; Rob-
erts & Holmes, 1999; Whitbeck, Hoyt, Stubben, & LaFromboise,
2001). A strong sense of cultural identity has been correlated with
higher levels of psychological health for Indigenous youth (Kral &
Dyck, 1995; McCabe, 2007; Whitbeck, Chen, Hoyt, & Adams, 2004).
Having a positive cultural identity is believed to confer feelings of
self-worth, self-efficacy, connectedness, and purpose to Indigenous
young people (Minore, Boone, Katt, & Kinch, 1991; Tatz, 2001;
White, 2000). These attributes have been identified as protective
factors for suicide (Borowsky, Ireland, & Resnik, 2001; Felner,
Dubois, & Adan, 1991). Chandler and Lalonde’s (1998) ground-
breaking research provides further evidence for the importance of
cultural identification and action. They documented a clear link
between communities’ cultural and political activities, dubbed
‘‘cultural continuity’’, and their rates of suicide. Tribal communities
that had more tribal activism and cultural opportunities also had
extremely low suicide rates. The converse was also true, where
villages without the opportunity for cultural and/or political
engagement had correspondingly high suicide rates. Chandler and
Lalonde (1998) concluded from this work that when young people
have a clear understanding of their cultural past, present and
future, it is easier for them to sustain a sense of connectedness and
commitment to their future.

What these resilience studies fail to provide is a comprehensive
theoretical base for understanding how enculturation protects. It is
here that Barber’s work provides a useful perspective to understand
how cultural identity can buffer the ill-effects of historical trauma,
continued colonialism and economic deprivation.

We propose that health andwell-being have been associatedwith
themaintenanceof traditional culture for Indigenouspeoplesbecause
the production of culture creates collective meaning, a perception of
community through mythology and history, and can provide
symbolic bases formobilization (Nagel,1994). Insteadof internalizing
subtle forms of oppression (Wexler. L., 2006; Wexler. L. M., 2006),
a strong cultural identity distinguishes a Native young person from
the dominant society and offers him or her a way to positively
understand this difference. This understanding can make prejudice
and injustice visible, and in so doing, makes their personal experi-
ences of oppression relevant in a larger context, particularly to others
in their community. Providing a basis for collective meaning-making
is especially significant for Indigenous peoples who are dealing with
historical trauma and on-going colonization (Bjerregaard, 2001;
Brave Heart, & DeBruyn, 1998; Napoleon, 1995) in a society that
espouses equality. Although sometimes subtle, the almost constant
markers of cultural difference and collective loss make the cultural
and ethnic aspects of selfhood important tomany Indigenous people.
Emphasizing the connection between personal and collective hard-
ship can foster an increased sense of cultural affiliation as well as
a growing commitment to furthering their tribe’s interests.

This kind of perspective invites tribal members to acknowledge
larger systems of oppression that affect members of their tribe and
to imagine the ways that they, as individuals, can contribute to
collective betterment. This personal contribution toward a larger
purpose can take many forms (e.g. participating in subsistence
instead of wage-based economy, getting an education to effectively
fight for sovereignty rights, or even speaking one’s Indigenous
language), but its value seems to lie at the intersection between
personal and collective well-being.

Sexual minority youth, identity, culture, and resilience

A comparable analysis of the experiences of sexual minority
youth illustrates the intersection between personal and collective
sense-making and well-being. As with Indigenous young people,
suicide is one of the most troubling reported consequences of
discrimination and victimization of GLBT individuals (Eisenberg &
Resnick, 2006; Faulkner & Cranston, 1998; Garofalo, Wolf, Kessel,
Palfrey, & DuRant, 1998; Paul et al., 2002; Savin-Williams, 1994).
Depression and substance abuse have also been reported as critical
predisposing factors for suicide among GLBT youth (McDaniel,
Purcell, & D’Augelli, 2001). Young people who report suicidal
thoughts or attempts are more likely to feel helpless, depressed, or
abuse alcohol. For all young people in these studies, victimization
was associated with suicidality. Some researchers have found that
gay-related stressors such as coming out to a parent or peer
harassment were associated with suicidal attempts (Rosario, Roth-
erarm-Borus, & Reid, 1996; Rotheram-Borus, & Langabeer, 2001).

Researchonhealthoutcomes forGLBTyouth,with fewexceptions,
has focused on a risk factor approach and the role of resiliencewithin
the population is understudied (Russell, 2005). One study did find
that family connectedness, adult caring, and school safety served as
protective factors against suicidal ideation and attempts (Eisenberg &
Resnick, 2006). However, more research is needed to understand the
role of collective meaning-making and ideological commitment in
mediating the social context within which GLBT youth live. Identi-
fying as GLBT is not in and of itself is a risk factor for suicide or
substance abuse, but rather the risk is associatedwith environmental
reactions to their same-sex attraction (McDaniel et al., 2001; Rema-
fedi, 1999). Group affiliation and ideological commitment may
provide sexual minority youth a means for escaping such risks.

Sexual minority youth live in a world where heterosexuality is
the dominant sexual orientation. When heterosexual identities are
defined as ‘‘normal,’’ and recognized as the only acceptable sexual
orientation, those that identify as ‘‘other’’ are made invisible, and
may be viewed as deviant or unnatural, with the prospect of being
targeted for outright violence. Whether or not they experience
violence directly, the threat of violence serves to keep many indi-
viduals from acknowledging their sexual identities (Andersen,
2007). As Mason (1997) states, ‘‘Indeed there is little doubt that one
of the wider social effects of heterosexual hostility is reinforcement
of an already pervasive tendency among lesbians and gay men to
‘stay in the closet’ or ‘pass’ as heterosexual’’ (p. 27). This constant
reminder of being ‘‘other’’ not only perpetuates the invisibility of
GLBT youth, but makes for an increasingly unsafe social world.

Unlike other marginalized groups, the identity of a sexual
minority youth is not ascribed at birth. The formation of individual
or collective identity therefore can be seen as a process of
‘‘becoming’’ rather than one of ‘‘being’’ (Phelan, 1993). Individuals
who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender often do not
have family members or friends who represent ‘‘queer culture’’
(Garnets and D’Augelli, 1994). Negotiating the self without access to
others who share similar constructions of identity is often an
isolating experience. For this reason, connection to a larger social
group with shared experiences is particularly important.

In the study of sexual minority youth resilience, it is important to
consider the ways in which young people understand their violent
and victimizing experiences as manifested in homophobia (DiFulvio,
2004). In a study on contextualizing risk and resilience among sexual
minority youth, DiFulvio (2004) found that participants discussed
negotiating their sense of selfwithin an antagonistic socialworld that
denies rights and opportunities to its members. For sexual minority
youth, there is a constant negotiation of ‘‘self as different’’ in relation
to the largerculture. To comeout to friends, familyor topeople innew
encounters requires reinforcing a status as ‘‘other’’ than heterosexual
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such that youth often feel marginalized and disconnected, and may
ultimately feel a senseof isolation sopowerful as to bedevastating. As
Miller (1988) states:

I believe themost terrifying and destructive feeling that a person
can experience is isolation. This is not the same as ‘being alone’ in
the more straightforward sense. It is feeling locked out of the
possibility of human connection. This feeling of desperate lone-
liness is usuallyaccompaniedby the feeling that you, yourself, are
the reason for exclusion. It is because ofwhoyouare. Andyou feel
helpless, powerless, unable to act to change the situation. People
will do almost anything to escape this combination of con-
demned isolation and powerlessness’’ (p. 7).

Unlike the literature on Indigenous youth, the connection
between well-being and identification with culture has not been
established. But similar to Indigenous populations, connection to
one’s group identity situates the gay, lesbian, bisexual or trans-
gender youth within a larger sociohistorical context and provides
a framework for conceptualizing their personal experiences of
oppression as part of a larger collective struggle. This can poten-
tially lead to a broader sense of purpose. Resistance against a het-
eronormative culture can serve to legitimize and reinforce the
positive aspects of one’s sexual identity. Understanding such an
intersection between personal and collective meaning-making
around a marginalized identity provides researchers with a way to
think about alternatives to current conceptualizations about
resilience.

Connecting to others who share an experience of marginality
and who engage in mutual support can be empowering to youth
and may provide them with the strength and courage to resist
oppression and negotiate hardships – in other words, to enact
resilience. DiFulvio (2004) found that participants attributed the
ability to thrive to their connection to a group focused on GLBT
issues. As one person has stated:

.a lot of the members in the [group] are really important to
me.because I feel like we all really agree and we’re all really
fighting for the same thing, and one of those issues is homophobia
and trying to combat that, and [helping others] understand
comingoutand trying to create that [safety]. [In this group] I found
the 15 most accepting and receptive people you could ever be
around. You could be so opposite [of] what society wants you to
be orwhat society socializes people into believing they should be.
And this group of people would just accept you no matter what.
They’re themost open and themost caring. And from that I found
some of my best friends.

A collective, orienting perspective may provide sexual minority
youth with affiliations (Gay Straight Alliances in schools, GLBT
organizations, activist events) that facilitate the process of making
meaning around an identity that has been silenced and allows the
youth to regain a sense of power over their lives. Organized spaces
continue toemerge,witha specific intentionof addressing the safety
concerns of youth (Griffin, Lee, Waugh, & Beyer, 2004); however,
little attention has been paid to the process bywhich youth become
involved, or the impact of such engagement on health outcomes.
Additionally, there is a need for research that considers themultiple
identities of sexual minority youth (e.g. race, class and gender) and
how ideological commitment may play out differently for youth.

Conclusion: resilience through personal and collective
meaning-making

The epidemiological research is clear that marginalized groups
generally, and Native and sexual minority groups in particular,

experience higher rates of negative health consequences including
substance abuse, depression, and suicide.

It is important to acknowledge a group’s collective experience of
discrimination sothat individualmembersof thatgroupdonotblame
themselves for their hardship (Wexler, 2009). Emphasizing the
collectivenatureofdiscriminationcangalvanizeminoritygroups, and
can provide individuals with a purpose: to affect the structures of
inequality. This underscores the connection betweenparticular kinds
of collective sense-making and resilience. Specifically, making
meaning out of shared adversity creates a sense of coherence and
shared purpose (Hernandez, 2002). In this way, group awareness can
create a foundation for collective mobilization because it elevates
personal pain into a shared arena that can encompass a transcendent
purposeor sustainingcommitment, bothofwhichhavebeen found to
promote healthy youth development (Damon et al., 2003; Erikson,
1968; Hunter & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003).

Barber’s (2008a, 2008b) framework from conflict psychology
provides a coherent way to approach this process. Active affiliation
with a marginalized group potentially provides important meaning
structures and mobilization pathways. In our examples of young
Indigenous people and sexual minority youth, a synergistic rela-
tionship between self and collective meaning and interests can clear
pathways to forward those interests, and thereby promote resilience.

This paper invites public health researchers to think about resil-
ience as more than discrete individually-experienced risk and
protective factors. Rather than viewing resilience as a final accom-
plishment, seeing it as a dynamic process based upon people’s
interpretations and social affiliations may provide for a deeper
understanding of how these individuals negotiate hardship. This
broader conception includes explorations into what it means to be
marginalized so that individuals are better able to understand
themselves and their experiences within a larger context. Under-
standing this dynamic intersection can lead to innovations in the
study of resilience.
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