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Abstract
Parenting theories describe that fluctuations in parenting and adolescent adaptation are linked within the same families. 
Studies on these so-called ‘within-family’ effects between parenting and adolescent adaptation are summarized in the current 
systematic review. Through a database and backward citation search, 46 eligible peer-reviewed studies were found, which 
were published between 2002 and 2018. The studies assessed a variety of parenting (i.e., support, control, negative interac-
tion, time spent together, relationship quality, and differential parenting) and adaptation dimensions (i.e., externalizing and 
internalizing problems, affect, and interpersonal, academic, and physical functioning). Concerning the design of the studies, 
typical measurement intervals were either days (k = 10) or 6 months or longer (k = 30). Moreover, only six studies tested (and 
mostly found) heterogeneity in random slopes, and 20 studies used a moderation approach to explain heterogeneity. Of the 
concurrent associations, some (but not all) of the few available studies suggested that increases in parental control and sup-
port and decreases in negative interaction within a family were associated with decreases in externalizing and internalizing 
problems, as well as other indices of adolescent maladaptation. However, with respect to time-lagged associations, there is 
to date hardly any empirical evidence that parenting and adolescent adaptation predict each other within families. Based on 
the identified theoretical lacunas and empirical limitations, directions are provided for future within-family parenting studies.

Keywords Systematic review · Parenting · Parent–child relationship · Adolescence · Within-family · Within-person

Introduction

A vast amount of research has shown that families differ 
from each other. In families with more parental monitoring 
and support, for instance, adolescents are generally better 
adapted than in other families. Indeed, meta-analyses high-
light that adequate parenting is linked to important adoles-
cent outcomes, such as internalizing and externalizing prob-
lems (Hoeve et al. 2009; Pinquart 2017a, 2017b). However, 
parenting not only has trait-like characteristics, but it is also 

a dynamic process in which adolescents and parents mutu-
ally influence each other (Bell 1968; Granic and Patterson 
2006; Pardini 2008). Conceptually, these dynamic parenting 
processes can manifest themselves as associations between 
over-time fluctuations in parenting and adolescent adapta-
tion within the same family. For example, adolescents might 
express less problem behavior after their own parents set up 
stricter rules, as illustrated in Fig. 1. Recently, it has been 
suggested that existing parenting studies that tap into relative 
differences between families might not optimally be suited 
to (also) detect or draw conclusions regarding how changes 
in parenting affect adolescent adaptation (Berry and Wil-
loughby 2017; Hamaker 2012; Keijsers 2016). Therefore, 
alternative methods have been proposed for analyzing lon-
gitudinal data that better capture these dynamic parenting 
processes (e.g., Hamaker et al. 2015). The current review 
summarizes and discusses empirical studies estimating 
both concurrent and time-lagged within-family associations 
between parenting and adolescent adaptation. By synthesiz-
ing this body of literature, the aim is to obtain an overview 
of the available studies and to synthesize their findings. 
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Furthermore, recommendations for future directions are 
provided based on identified limitations and caveats of the 
studies that have been published so far.

Theories Describing Parenting Processes

In the seminal integrative macro model of Darling and Stein-
berg (1993), parenting practices (domain-specific parental 
behaviors, such as punishment) are conceptualized as the 
mechanisms through which parents can directly influence 
their adolescent’s adaptation. Because parents fluctuate in 
their practices over time and situations, parenting practices 
might explain fluctuations and development in adolescent’s 
adaptation, in contrast to parenting styles (Baumrind 1971) 
that are defined by them as a stable contextual character-
istic between the parent and the child (Darling and Stein-
berg 1993). Therefore, Darling and Steinberg recommended 
to study parenting practices to understand the processes 
through which parents influence their adolescent’s adapta-
tion. Hence, although not explicitly mentioned, they pro-
posed that parenting should be studied at the within-family 
level, i.e., the level on which fluctuations in parenting can 
be observed.

Parenting, however, spans different domains and behav-
iors. For example, in the monitoring literature, it has been 
theorized that exerting more behavioral control decreases 
adolescents’ externalizing problem behavior (Patterson and 
Stouthamer-Loeber 1984, but see Kerr and Stattin 2000). 
According to the self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 
2000), however, an increase in parental psychological con-
trol could be followed by a decline in adolescent adaptation 
via the frustration of the need for autonomy and competence, 

whereas an increase in parental autonomy support could be 
followed by an increase in adolescent adaptation because 
this satisfies the need for autonomy (Soenens et al. 2007). 
Thus, such parenting theories describe over-time processes 
through which adolescents’ adaptation fluctuate (i.e., show-
ing less aggressive behavior) in concert with fluctuations 
in their parent’s behavior (i.e., being stricter), as illustrated 
in Fig. 1.

In recent years, considerable theoretical steps have been 
taken in the study of how parenting affects adolescent (mal)
adaptation. For example, apart from making a stronger theo-
retical divide between stable relative differences between 
families versus dynamic within-family processes (Darling 
and Steinberg 1993), it has been recognized that there is 
reciprocity (Pardini 2008), operation at different timescales 
(e.g., Branje 2018; Granic and Patterson 2006), and hetero-
geneity (e.g., Belsky and Pluess 2009) in these within-family 
parenting processes. Each of these theoretical concepts is 
explained in more detail below, as they are defining elements 
of the current review.

Reciprocity in Parenting Processes

It is acknowledged by several parenting theories that chil-
dren are active agents in the within-family socialization pro-
cesses (for an overview, see Pardini 2008). As one of the 
first, Bell (1968) described a continuous cycle of influences 
between parents and children, wherein both keep adapting 
to each other’s behavior. Another well-known example is 
the coercion theory (Granic and Patterson 2006; Patterson 
1982), which proposes a reciprocal cycle between maladap-
tive parenting and externalizing problem behavior. In this 
cycle, occurring at relatively short timescales, maladaptive 
parenting increases the externalizing problem behavior of 
the child, which in turn is followed by an increase in mala-
daptive parenting. If such feedback-patterns become stable 
negative cycles within a family, they could exacerbate the 
child’s externalizing problem behavior in the long-term. 
Hence, these theories suggest that parenting entails an 
ongoing dynamic process between parenting and adolescent 
adaptation, which flows not only from parents to their chil-
dren, but also from the children to their parents.

Timescale of Parenting Processes

Parenting processes, as described before, can unfold at dif-
ferent timescales. The coercion theory (Granic and Patterson 
2006; Patterson 1982), suggests that processes at the micro 
timescale influence the development at the macro timescale, 
such that momentary hostile parent-child interactions influ-
ence the child’s longer-term development of problem behav-
ior (e.g., months or years). Conversely, macro-level devel-
opment may also influence what happens at the every-day 
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Behavioral control of the
parent

Externalizing problem
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Fig. 1  Hypothetical longitudinal data of one individual family 
assessed five consecutive times, illustrating a negative within-family 
link between control and externalizing problems (at times when con-
trol was high, externalizing problems were lower)
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micro timescale (Granic and Patterson 2006; Smith and 
Thelen 2003). This mutual influence can be isomorphic 
when repeated micro-longitudinal effects translate to the 
gradual build-up of more persistent macro-longitudinal 
changes. However, effects can also be countervailing. For 
instance, prohibiting an adolescent from hanging out with 
friends on a given evening may effectively reduce adolescent 
delinquency that day. Nevertheless, through psychological 
processes of reactance (Brehm 1966) the child may develop 
a more rebellious life style in the longer-term (e.g., Kei-
jsers et al. 2012). Thus, although most parenting theories 
do not explicitly postulate the timescale on which parent-
ing processes may take place (but see Granic and Patterson 
2006), macro theories in developmental psychology (e.g., 
dynamic systems theory; Smith and Thelen 2003) suggest 
that empirical studies need to assess varying timescales to 
capture the complex dynamic processes between parents and 
adolescents.

Heterogeneity in Parenting Processes

Recent theories have also started to challenge the universal-
ity of parenting processes. That is, they challenge whether 
adverse or beneficial effects of parenting on children’s adap-
tation are similar in every family. For instance, dynamic sys-
tems theory posits that each system (e.g., parent–child dyad) 
is unique (Granic and Patterson 2006; Smith and Thelen 
2003), implying that parent-adolescent dynamics may have 
unique characteristics in each family. Differences between 
families in their parenting processes may arise through (a) 
contextual differences, such as socioeconomic status (e.g., 
Rekker et al. 2017), as proposed by ecological theories 
(e.g., Bronfenbrenner 1986; Sameroff 2010), (b) individual 
differences in children’s susceptibility to adverse and ben-
eficial parenting due to personality differences and/or tem-
perament (Belsky and Pluess 2009; Slagt et al. 2015), or (c) 
individual differences in children’s appraisal of parenting 
practices or coping strategies (Soenens et al. 2015). Hence, 
based on these theoretical perspectives, the extent to which 
universal parenting principles exist can be challenged. To 
empirically address this challenge, the current review sum-
marizes whether the existing studies tested for heterogeneity 
in within-family parenting processes, for instance through 
testing random slopes and/or explaining the random slopes 
by moderators.

Studying Parenting Processes: Matching 
the Methodological Approach to the Research 
Question

Conceptually, reciprocal, multi-timescale, and heterogene-
ous parenting processes are operationalized as associations 
between over-time fluctuations in parenting and adolescent 

adaptation within the same families (Darling and Steinberg 
1993). For example, the internalizing problems of an ado-
lescent might decrease after his or her own parent heightens 
their supportive behavior towards the adolescent, but also 
vice versa, in cases that adolescents’ internalizing problems 
may erode parental support. Nonetheless, until recently, 
most studies have focused on relative differences between 
families (e.g., correlation, regression, standard cross-lagged 
panel model). In such between-family designs, a negative 
correlation between parental control and externalizing 
problems indicates that adolescents show less externaliz-
ing problem behavior in families in which parental control 
is higher compared to families in which parental control is 
lower (Pinquart 2017a).

Whether such estimates of relative differences between 
families can be used as a basis for theoretical inferences 
regarding parenting processes that occur within families 
is one of the ongoing discussions in the parenting litera-
ture and beyond (see Berry and Willoughby 2017; Ham-
aker 2012; Keijsers 2016; Molenaar 2004). One of the most 
recent insights is that drawing inferences about processes 
within families, without separating stable difference between 
families, might lead to less accurate conclusions about the 
magnitude and/or direction of within-family effects (Ham-
aker et al. 2015). To illustrate, a recent study by Dietvorst 
et al. (2018) found evidence of opposing effects between and 
within families. Comparing families, the authors found that 
families with higher average levels of adolescent secrecy 
also had higher average levels of parental privacy invasion 
compared to families with lower average levels of privacy 
invasion (positive association). However, when they ana-
lyzed the fluctuations within families, they found that in 
periods with higher levels of adolescent secrecy were fol-
lowed by periods with lower levels of parental privacy inva-
sion (negative time-lagged effect). In this case at least, if 
processes in families would be inferred from such between-
family findings, it would be mistakenly inferred that adoles-
cents’ increased secrecy might result in their parents becom-
ing more invasive, whereas actually a reversed process was 
observed.

To avoid an ecological fallacy in the interpretation of 
empirical results when investigating within-family parent-
ing processes, the theoretical question should match the level 
of analysis (i.e., between-family versus within-family level). 
When examining hypotheses about parenting processes 
occurring within families, the matching analytical level is 
the within-family level. For example, a longitudinal study 
might apply a multilevel approach that examines within-
family effects by separating variance due to stable differ-
ences between families in their averages from variance due 
to the fluctuations around the families’ own stable averages 
(e.g., Hamaker et al. 2015; Keijsers 2016). Thus, for research 
questions that explore dynamic family processes that are 
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described by many theoretical perspectives on parenting, 
some of which are discussed below, the within-family level 
is the matching empirical level.

The Current Study

Previous studies on parenting have largely contributed to 
the understanding how families differ in parenting and ado-
lescent adaptation. For example, these studies have demon-
strated that adolescents show fewer internalizing problems in 
families with relatively high levels of support, compared to 
other families (Pinquart 2017b). However, parenting theories 
often describe dynamic processes, in which over-time fluc-
tuations in parenting and adolescent adaptation are linked 
within the same family. To obtain an overview of the avail-
able peer-reviewed within-family studies on parenting and 
adolescent adaptation, a systematic search was conducted, 
after which the studies were summarized and discussed. 
Additionally, specific attention was paid to the aforemen-
tioned theoretical concerns of reciprocity, timescales of 
observation, and heterogeneity.

Method

Search Strategy

To assess all the published longitudinal within-family stud-
ies on parenting adolescents, eligible peer-reviewed arti-
cles were searched in October 2017 with no restriction on 
publication date. The following electronic databases were 
consulted: PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, Psychological and 
Behavioral Sciences Collection, MEDLINE, Social Sciences 
Citation, and ERIC. Keywords were used pertaining to par-
enting, the age group, the ecological level, and the statistical 
approach. Hence, it was specified that titles, keywords, or 
abstracts should contain at least one keyword from each of 
these four categories:

(a) Parenting: parent*, family, caregiv*, mother, father, 
maternal, and paternal.

(b) Age group: adolescen*, teen, youth, middle school, 
high school, and secondary school.

(c) Ecological level: within- or intra- combined with indi-
vidual, person, adolescent, youth, subject, participant, 
and family (e.g., within-individual or intra-participant). 
The terms idiograph*, person-specific, time-varying 
and single-subject were also used.

(d) Analysis: multilevel, random effect, random intercept, 
random slope, fixed effect, mixed model, hierarchical, 
and time series.

Moreover, additional studies were searched through 
scanning the reference lists of eligible studies and emailing 
experts (12 out of 17 responded) to ask for studies that were 
(conditionally) accepted. Researchers who were author of 
at least two eligible publications were considered experts. 
The search for eligible studies was completed in May 2018.

Inclusion Criteria

To be included in the review, studies had to meet the fol-
lowing criteria:

1. Parenting To provide a comprehensive summary of all 
the published studies on within-family parenting pro-
cesses, studies were included that referred to parenting 
practices (e.g., monitoring and support), dyadic char-
acteristics of the parent-adolescent relationship quality 
(e.g., closeness and conflict), and/or differential par-
enting (i.e., differential parental treatment compared 
to sibling in all parenting domains). Measures that did 
not exclusively tap into the processes between parents 
and their children, such as family conflict (i.e., level of 
conflict between all family members) or inter-parental 
conflict, were not included in the review.

2. Adolescent adaptation To obtain a comprehensive over-
view, various domains of functioning were included 
and thus there was no exclusion based on adolescent 
outcomes. Adolescents’ interpersonal behavior towards 
their parents (e.g., disclosure) was labeled as adolescent 
adaptation and not as a parenting.

3. Sample Adolescence was defined as the period between 
10 and 20 years to include studies conducted with late 
adolescents too. Because longitudinal studies can span 
a period of multiple years, it was decided to also include 
studies that carried out their first measurement wave in 
childhood (< 10 years) and followed children until ado-
lescence.

4. Multivariate within-family effect of parenting and ado-
lescent adaptation The study examined associations 
between within-family fluctuations in parenting and 
adolescent adaptation concurrently (e.g., a momentary 
higher level of X is associated with a momentary higher 
level of Y within the same family) and over time (e.g., 
a momentary higher level of X is associated with a 
momentary higher level at t+1 within the same family). 
The exclusive focus on within-family estimates required 
longitudinal data and the use of multilevel analyses with 
group-mean centering (i.e., centered around a family’s 
own mean). Estimates of associations between slopes 
of multivariate growth curve models were excluded 
because they provide between-person associations of 
estimates of within-family mean level changes (e.g., 
families with an over-time increase in X show a stronger 
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increase in Y compared to families with an over-time 
decrease in X) (see also Keijsers and Van Roekel 2018).

Screening Eligible Studies

The database search resulted in 197 unique studies (Fig. 2 
outlines the search). Three raters independently screened the 
titles and abstracts. They retrieved the full text when a study 
was potentially eligible (k = 163). The inter-rater agreement 
between the first author (the first coder) and the PI of the 
project (the second coder) regarding eligibility was high at 
95.9% (κ = .84). The ratings of the first author were also 
compared to a third coder, but this resulted in lower agree-
ment because the third coder had limited experience with 
multilevel analyses (89.3%; κ = .57). Disagreements were 
discussed until the three coders reached consensus. The 
authors of selected studies were contacted if the information 
necessary for the purpose of this study was not mentioned in 

their publication. In total, 26 studies of the database search 
were deemed eligible. An additional 14 eligible studies were 
found in the reference lists and six eligible studies were 
found through emailing experts and ResearchGate (Coley 
et al. 2009; Cox et al. 2018; Dietvorst et al. 2018; Gottfred-
son and Hussong 2011; Janssen et al. 2018; Janssen et al. 
2017). Thus, the final selection comprised 46 studies.

Coding of the Studies

Sample and study characteristics were coded, such as sample 
size, mean age at T1, gender composition (% male), ethnic-
ity (ethnicity of majority of sample), socioeconomic status 
(SES; based on education and/or income), family structure 
(i.e., two- or single-parent, marital status), and the number of 
measurement waves. In line with earlier studies on parenting 
(e.g., McLeod et al. 2007; Pinquart 2017a), parenting was 
post hoc grouped according to the following dimensions: 

Fig. 2  Flowchart of systematic 
literature search
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parental support (e.g., warmth, involvement, and attach-
ment), parental control (e.g., punishment, supervision, and 
knowledge), negative interaction (e.g., conflict, hostility, 
and poor communication). Moreover, three coding catego-
ries were added, namely, time spent together (e.g., parental 
presence and joint involvement), parent-child relationship 
quality (i.e., overall quality or satisfaction, or composite 
scores of positive and negative indicators), and differential 
parenting (i.e., parental treatment compared to sibling). Indi-
cators of adolescent adaptation were post hoc grouped into 
the following dimensions, representing key-dimensions in 
adolescent functioning (Achenbach and Edelbrock 1987): 
externalizing behavior (e.g., conduct problems, hyperactiv-
ity, and delinquency), internalizing behavior (e.g., depres-
sive symptoms, low self-esteem), interpersonal functioning 
(e.g., disclosure to parents and peer problems), academic 
functioning (e.g., academic problems and successes), and 
physical functioning (e.g., physical activity and cortisol 
level). Additionally, because adolescent affective function-
ing (e.g., positive and negative mood) may be related to 
both internalizing and externalizing behavior (Maciejewski 
et al. 2019), it was coded as a separate category. Moreover, 
the type of statistical analysis was coded as fixed effects 
regression, multilevel regression models, multilevel growth 
models with time-varying effects, or multilevel structural 
equation models. The results were organized into concurrent 
(i.e., within-time point) or time-lagged effects, and the time-
lagged effects were further categorized in parent-to-ado-
lescent and adolescent-to-parent effects. Furthermore, the 
time interval between measurement occasions was coded. 
Heterogeneity of within-family effects was assessed by the 
examination of random bivariate slopes and moderators that 
explained variation in the random slopes, either at Level 1 
(the measurement) or Level 2 (the family).

Results

Study and Sample Characteristics

This review included 46 studies (for overview, see Table 1). 
An extended version of this table can be found in the online 
supplementary material (Online Resource 1), which also 
includes a summary of the findings of each study. The stud-
ies utilized two to 216 (median 4.5) measurement occasions. 
Of the 46 studies, 30 studies examined parenting processes 
at a macro timescale (time-interval of 6 months or longer), 
three studies at a meso timescale (i.e., intervals between 
weeks to months), and thirteen at a micro timescale (i.e., 
from seconds to days), adopting primarily a daily diary 
design (k = 10). See Fig. 3 for a graphical overview.

The sample sizes of the studies ranged from 39 to 22,909 
(Mean = 1329; median 409). Mean age during the first 

measurement wave ranged from 6.9 to 16.1 years (seven 
studies did not provide the exact mean age), and the percent-
age of males ranged from 0 to 100% (M = 51%; two studies 
did not provide the sample’s gender distribution). Regard-
ing ethnicity, most of the American and Canadian studies 
used samples of which the majority was European American 
(k = 22 out of 33) and all the Dutch studies used samples of 
which the majority was Dutch (expect for one study that 
did not report ethnicity). The other two remaining studies, 
a Korean and Belgium study, did not report ethnicity. Fur-
thermore, a few studies used low SES samples, whereas the 
majority of studies had samples that were middle(-to-high) 
SES (for more details, see Online Resource 1). Moreover, 
almost all studies that reported about the family structure 
included two-parent (married) families. Only four stud-
ies had somewhat higher rates of single-parent families 
(between 32% and 40%). Sexual orientation was not reported 
in the reviewed studies.

Several datasets were identified that were used in multiple 
studies: the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 
(Chung et al. 2009; Coley et al. 2009; Coley et al. 2008), 
the Pittsburgh Youth Study (Besemer et al. 2016; Farrington 
et al. 2002; Rekker et al. 2015), the Research on Adolescent 
Development and Relationships (Keijsers et al. 2016; Rekker 
et al. 2017), the Study of Peers, Activities and Neighbor-
hoods (Janssen et al. 2018; Janssen et al. 2014; Janssen et al. 
2016; Janssen et al. 2017; Svensson et al. 2017), and The 
Work, Family, Health Network Study (Lippold et al. 2016a, 
b). Moreover, based on authors and sample characteristics, 
two unnamed datasets were identified that were assessed in 
multiple studies, a daily diary dataset (Bai et al. 2017; Kuh-
lman et al. 2016; Robles et al. 2016) and macro timescale 
study (Lam et al. 2016; Lam and McHale 2015).

Findings Organized by Parenting Dimension

Tables 2 and 3 provide an overview of the number of non-
significant and significant concurrent and time-lagged 
associations between parenting and adolescent adaptation 
dimensions.

Parental Support

Fourteen studies examined links between parental support 
and adolescent adaptation within families, with six assessing 
adolescents externalizing behavior on a macro timescale. In 
three of the six studies, an increase in parental support was 
linked to a simultaneous decrease in externalizing behavior 
(Gottfredson et al. 2017; Meldrum et al. 2012; Svensson 
et al. 2017). One study also reported a similar time-lagged 
association, indicating that an increase in parental support 
was followed by an increase in adolescent self-control (Mel-
drum et al. 2012). However, another study found that an 
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increase in parental support was related to a simultaneous 
increase in adolescent externalizing behavior (Coley and 
Medeiros 2007). Additionally, Gottfredson and Hussong 
(2011) found no significant concurrent or lagged associa-
tions of parental support with several indicators of exter-
nalizing behavior. Thus, macro-longitudinal within-family 
studies on parental support and adolescent externalizing 
behavior together showed a somewhat inconsistent picture 
while studies on micro timescales were missing.

Three of the 14 studies investigated the within-family link 
between parental support and internalizing behavior, all on 
a macro timescale. The findings suggested that adolescents 
reported more parental support at times they reported higher 
levels of internalizing behavior (Han and Grogran-Kaylor 
2012). When support of mothers and fathers were exam-
ined separately, the results showed again a negative concur-
rent association for maternal support (Shanahan et al. 2008; 
Vaughan et al. 2010) but not for paternal support (Shanahan 
et al. 2008). Hence, these findings provided evidence of a 
negative concurrent link between parental support and inter-
nalizing behavior at a macro timescale, but this evidence 
seems to be stronger for maternal support than for paternal 
support.

Four of the 14 studies examined associations of parental 
support with measures of adolescent affective functioning 
within families, and three of the four studies analyzed the 
same daily diary dataset. These three studies indicated that 
the levels of parental support were higher on days when ado-
lescents also reported a more positive mood (Robles et al. 
2016) and a less negative mood (Bai et al. 2017; Reynolds 
et al. 2016). The fourth study, which was again a daily diary 
study, did not find a concurrent association of parental sup-
port with adolescents’ anxious mood (Lehman and Repetti 
2007).

The remaining studies on parental support investigated the 
associations with a wide range of measures of interpersonal, 

academic, and physical functioning within families. With 
respect to interpersonal functioning, micro-longitudinal 
studies found no concurrent association of parental support 
with peer problems (Bai et al. 2017; Lehman and Repetti 
2007). A macro-longitudinal study, in contrast, suggested 
that increasing levels of maternal (but not paternal) warmth 
were related to simultaneous increases in sibling warmth 
(Shanahan et al. 2008). Concerning academic functioning, 
both positive significant and nonsignificant concurrent asso-
ciations were found between parental support and academic 
functioning (Bai et al. 2017; Lehman and Repetti 2007). 
Moreover, two studies considered physical functioning, 
finding that parental support was not related to physical 
functioning at the micro timescale (Lippold et al. 2016b), 
but increasing levels of parental support regarding physical 
activity were at the same time related to more physical activ-
ity at the macro timescale (Lau et al. 2016). Thus, the five 
remaining studies that assessed various adaptation measures 
suggested that associations might vary between timescales.

Parental Control

Twenty-two studies examined the link between parental 
control and adolescent adaptation within families, of which 
18 assessed externalizing behavior on a macro timescale. 
The results of several studies suggested that higher levels of 
parental control were simultaneously related to lower levels 
of externalizing behavior (Grundy et al. 2010; Janssen et al. 
2018, 2014, 2016; Laird et al. 2003; Rekker et al. 2015; 
Svensson et al. 2017). However, studies have also found the 
opposite pattern. For example, parental control was higher 
in low-SES families (but not high-SES families) when ado-
lescent delinquency was higher (Rekker et al. 2017). Addi-
tionally, an increase in adolescent risky sexual behavior pre-
dicted a subsequent increase in paternal knowledge (Coley 
et al. 2009). Moreover, a large number of studies reported 

Fig. 3  Frequency of the time 
intervals between measurement 
occasions of included studies
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nonsignificant concurrent and time-lagged associations of 
parental control with various externalizing behaviors, such 
as aggression and delinquency (Besemer et al. 2016; Brauer 
2009; Coley et al. 2008, 2009; Cox et al. 2018; Farrington 
et al. 2002; Han and Grogan-Kaylor 2013; Janssen et al. 
2014, 2016, 2017, 2018; Keijsers 2016; Rekker et al. 2017, 
2015; Reyes et al. 2015). Thus, although many included 
studies assessed within-family associations between paren-
tal control and adolescent externalizing behavior, the results 
showed mixed findings, even within the same studies and 
datasets.

Five out of the 22 studies addressed the within-family 
association of parental control with several adaptation 

domains. No concurrent association was found between 
parental knowledge and internalizing behavior on a macro-
longitudinal scale (Han and Grogan-Kaylor 2013). Moreo-
ver, three studies assessed interpersonal functioning, with 
adolescent and/or secrecy in particular. Two of these stud-
ies applied a meso timescale (3 months) and reported that 
higher levels of maternal knowledge and solicitation, but 
not maternal control, were related to higher concurrent 
levels of adolescent disclosure (Keijsers et al. 2016), and 
higher levels of adolescent secrecy were followed by a 
lagged increase in parent’s privacy invasion but not vice 
versa (Dietvorst et al. 2018). A micro-longitudinal study 

Table 2  Overview of the concurrent associations between parenting and adolescent adaptation dimensions

A negative association for externalizing behavior, internalizing behavior, and negative affect indicates that a higher score on the parenting 
dimension was related to better adaptation (e.g., more parental support, less delinquency). A negative association with interpersonal, academic, 
and physical functioning indicates that a higher score on the parenting dimension is related to poorer adaptation (e.g., less parental support, more 
delinquency). A higher score on differential parenting is not in favor of the adolescent (e.g., sibling received more emotional support than the 
adolescent)
Total number between brackets is number of unique samples
↑ positive association, ↓ negative association, ns nonsignificant association, E number of effects. k number of studies

Parenting dimension Finding Adolescent Adaptation Dimension

Externalizing 
behavior

Internalizing 
behavior

Negative 
affect

Interpersonal 
functioning

Academic 
functioning

Physical 
functioning

Total k

E k E k E k E k E k E k

Support ↑ 1 1 1 1 1 1 3 1 13 (11)
ns 1 1 1 1 1 1 9 3 7 2 5 2
↓ 8 3 4 3 6 3
Total 5 (5) 3 (3) 4 (2) 3 (3) 2 (2) 2 (2)

Control ↑ 1 1 5 2 – 1 1 17 (10)
ns 23 12 1 1 3 4 1
↓ 13 7 1 1 1 1 2
Total 14 (8) 1 1 2 (2) 1

Negative interaction ↑ 2 2 6 5 12 6 15 (12)
ns 3 1 2 2 2 2 8 2 6 2 4 2
↓ 2 1 6 3 1 1
Total 3 (2) 6 (6) 6 (4) 3 (3) 4 (4) 2 (2)

Time spent together ↑ 1 1 – 1 1 1 1 1 1 3 2 6 (5)
ns 4 2 7 2 1 1
↓ 1 1
Total 2 (1) 1 2 (2) 1 2 (2)

Relationship quality ↑ 1 1 – 5 2 – – 7 (4)
ns 3 1
↓ 6 4
Total 4 (1) 1 2 (2)

Differential parenting ↑ 4 2 6 3 – – – 3 (3)
ns 2 1 4 2
↓ 4 1
Total 2 (2) 3 (3) 1

Total k 19 (13) 9 (9) 7 (5) 5 (5) 4 (4) 6 (5)
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again suggested that on days when adolescents reported 
higher levels of maternal solicitation they also reported 
higher levels of secrecy, but no lagged effects were found 
between maternal solicitation and adolescent secrecy (Vil-
lalobos Solís et al. 2015). Finally, regarding physical func-
tioning, on days when adolescents reported higher levels 
of parental knowledge, they also had higher cortisol levels 
before dinner but not at other times of the day (Lippold 
et al. 2016a). However, because of the relative scarcity of 
empirical studies examining parental control in relation to 
other adaptation dimensions than externalizing behavior, 
most findings have yet to be replicated.

Negative Parent–Child Interaction

Seventeen studies assessed a within-family association 
between negative parent-child interaction and adolescent 
adaptation. Three studies focused on externalizing behavior 
on a macro timescale and reported mixed findings. Specifi-
cally, more negative parent-child interaction were related 
to more concurrent externalizing behavior (Farrington et al. 
2002; Han and Grogan-Kaylor 2013). However, other studies 
found no concurrent or lagged associations with a variety of 
externalizing problem behaviors (Besemer et al. 2016). The 
six studies concerning internalizing behavior, both on daily 
and macro-longitudinal processes, showed more consistent 

Table 3  Overview of the time-lagged associations between parenting and adolescent adaptation dimensions

A negative association for externalizing behavior, internalizing behavior, and negative affect indicates that a higher score on the parenting 
dimension was related to better adaptation (e.g., more parental support, less delinquency). A negative association with interpersonal, academic, 
and physical functioning indicates that a higher score on the parenting dimension is related to poorer adaptation (e.g., less parental support, more 
delinquency). A higher score on differential parenting is not in favor of the adolescent (e.g., a sibling received more emotional support than the 
adolescent)
Total number between brackets is number of unique samples
↑ positive association, ↓ negative association, ns nonsignificant association, E number of effects, k number of studies

Parenting dimension Finding Adolescent adaptation dimension

Externalizing 
behavior

Internal-
izing 
behavior

Negative 
affect

Interpersonal 
functioning

Academic 
functioning

Physical func-
tioning

Total k

E k E k E k E k E k E k

Support ↑lag – – – – – 1
nslag

↓lag 1 1
Total

Control ↑lag 1 1 – – – – 8 (7)
nslag 23 5 7 2
↓lag 4 1 1 1
Total 6 (5) 2 (2)

Negative interaction ↑lag – – 3 1 4 (4)
nslag 6 1 2 1 3 1 8 2
↓lag 3 1 1 1
Total 1 1 1 2 (2)

Time spent together ↑lag – – – – 2 (2)
nslag 6 1 6 1
↓lag

Total 1 1
Relationship quality ↑lag – – – – – 1

nslag 6 1
↓lag

Total 1
Differential parenting ↑lag – – – – – – 0

nslag

↓lag

Total
Total k 7 (5) 0 1 2 (2) 1 2
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results. Overall, the results of most studies suggested that 
poorer parent-child interactions were concurrently linked to 
more internalizing problems, such as depressive symptoms, 
lower self-esteem, and emotional eating (Han and Grogan-
Kaylor 2013; Lam et al. 2016; Lehman and Repetti 2007; 
Shanahan et al. 2008; Vandewalle et al. 2017; Zhang et al. 
2018). Nonetheless, also some nonsignificant concurrent 
links were found between parental hostility and self-esteem 
(Han and Gorgan-Kaylor 2013), and parent-child conflict 
about homework and depressive symptoms (Lam et  al. 
2016).

Similarly as with internalizing behavior, micro-longi-
tudinal studies on negative affect suggested that on days 
adolescents reported more conflicts with their parents, they 
reported more negative affect (Bai et al. 2017; Chung et al. 
2009; Reynolds et al. 2016; Robles et al. 2016; Timmons and 
Margolin 2015). However, father-child conflict and negative 
affect (Reynolds et al. 2016) and aversive parental behav-
ior and adolescents’ anxious morning mood (Lehman and 
Repetti 2007) were not found to be concurrently related, 
and no time-lagged effects of parent-child conflict on ado-
lescent-reported negative affect have been found (Timmons 
and Margolin 2015).

Moreover, two within-family studies on negative parent-
child interaction have been conducted with interpersonal 
functioning and four with academic functioning. Concern-
ing interpersonal functioning, the studies show that negative 
parent-child interaction was not concurrently associated with 
peer problems (Lehman and Repetti 2007) but was concur-
rently associated with increases in sibling conflict at the 
macro timescale (Shanahan et al. 2008). Moreover, regard-
ing academic functioning, three micro-longitudinal studies 
suggested that adolescents reported more academic prob-
lems on days with poorer parent-child interaction (Bai et al. 
2017; Lehman and Repetti 2007; Timmons and Margolin 
2015), and an increase in academic problems was related 
to poorer parent-child interaction the next day, but not vice 
versa (Timmons and Margolin 2015). However, a macro-
longitudinal study on school performance (i.e., grades) did 
not find significant concurrent associations with academic 
functioning (Lam et al. 2016). Hence, so far, there is some 
preliminary evidence that academic problems might be 
related to negative parent-child interaction on a micro time-
scale, but insufficient evidence is available with respect to 
the macro timescale.

Four studies assessed the relationship between nega-
tive parent-child interactions and physical functioning, all 
on a micro timescale. In observed interactions, increased 
father’s anger and decreased father’s dysphoria predicted 
increases in the adolescent’s heart rate a few seconds later in 
depressed adolescents but not in non-depressed adolescents. 
However, in non-depressed adolescents (but not in depressed 
adolescents) increased mother’s anger predicted decreased 

the adolescent’s heart rate a few seconds later (Allen et al. 
2012). Moreover, maternal aversive behavior that was rated 
every minute for 10 min was unrelated to the adolescent’s 
respiratory sinus arrhythmia reactivity (Crowell et al. 2014). 
At a daily level, adolescents reported poorer parent-child 
interaction on days when they also reported more physical 
health symptoms, such as headaches and allergies. Negative 
parent-child interaction did not co-vary with adolescents’ 
daily cortisol levels or measures at 3-weekly intervals (Kuhl-
man et al. 2016; Lippold et al. 2016b). Thus, the studies 
reviewed here indicated within-family associations of nega-
tive parent-child interaction with adolescents’ heart rate and 
physical symptoms but not with cortisol levels.

Time Spent Together

Six studies have investigated the link between time spent 
together with parents and adolescent adaptation within fami-
lies, each of them using a different measure of adolescent 
adaptation. Starting with the macro timescale, Rekker et al. 
(2015) found that adolescents reported more time spent with 
parents during periods in which they reported less external-
izing behavior (i.e., minor delinquency). However, Bese-
mer et al. (2016) revealed that adolescents showed higher 
levels of externalizing behavior simultaneously when they 
spent more time with parents. Moreover, more time spent 
together has been linked to increased levels in adolescents’ 
physical activity (Lam and McHale 2015). Concerning 
the micro timescale, adolescents had lower cortisol levels 
at times their mother was present (Papp et al. 2009), and 
adolescents reported spending more time with their mother 
on days that they reported more disclosure about personal 
behavior, but not bad behavior or secrecy about personal or 
bad behavior (no time-lagged effects were found; Villalobos 
Solís et al. 2015). Additionally, on days adolescents spent 
more time with their father, they reported fewer academic 
problems but not peer problems (Bai et al. 2017). Hence, 
these six studies cautiously suggested that more time spent 
with parents predicts better adaptation in adolescents at the 
within-family level.

Parent–Child Relationship Quality

Seven studies focused on parent-child relationship qual-
ity, four of which assessed its association with externaliz-
ing behaviors within-families – all using the same dataset 
with macro time intervals. These studies found that at times 
during which adolescents reported a higher parent-child 
relationship quality, they also reported less externalizing 
behavior (Janssen et al. 2018, 2014, 2016, 2017). The other 
three studies assessed the within-family link of parent-child 
relationship quality with several adaptation dimensions, 
indicating that higher relationship quality was concurrently 



Adolescent Research Review 

1 3

related to less internalizing behavior (Zhang et al. 2018), less 
negative affect (Keijsers et al. 2016), and better interpersonal 
functioning such that they were more open to their parents 
(Keijsers et al. 2016; Villalobos Solís et al. 2015).

Differential Parenting

Three studies assessed concurrent within-family links of dif-
ferential parenting (i.e., differential treatment of siblings). 
The parental treatment was different in respect to negative 
interaction and support (Padilla et al. 2016; Shanahan et al. 
2008) or control (Richmond et al. 2005) and these differ-
ences (rather than the absolute levels of parenting) were 
linked to adolescent adaptation on a macro timescale. Two 
studies that focused on the link with externalizing behavior 
suggested that increases in differential parenting co-varied 
with simultaneous increases in adolescents’ externalizing 
behavior at the within-family level (Richmond et al. 2005). 
When differential parenting of mothers and fathers was 
examined separately, an increase in differential parenting of 
the father, but not of the mother, was concurrently associated 
with an increase in the adolescent’s externalizing behavior 
(Padilla et al. 2016).

All three within-family studies on differential parenting 
assessed a link with internalizing behavior. Richmond et al. 
(2005) found that the oldest sibling (but not the young-
est) reported more differential parenting at times they also 
reported more internalizing behavior. Another study sug-
gested that adolescents reported higher levels of maternal 
and paternal differential parenting in terms of both support 
and negative interaction at times they also reported more 
internalizing behavior (Shanahan et al. 2008). However, 
this was not replicated by Padilla et al. (2016), who found 
that only increases in maternal differential treatment in sup-
port were related to concurrent increases in internalizing 
behavior within families, but not paternal differential sup-
port or maternal/paternal differential negative interaction. 
Thus, only a handful of longitudinal studies have assessed 
concurrent associations between differential parenting and 
externalizing and internalizing behavior within families. 
Even though some effects have been replicated, the results 
seem to depend on varying factors (youngest vs. oldest sib-
ling and mother vs. father).

Heterogeneity in Within‑Family Associations

The third key element of this review is the aspect of hetero-
geneity in the within-family effects. That is, do the within-
family estimates vary between families or within the same 
families? To investigate this, it was coded whether studies 
estimated variance around the slopes of the bivariate asso-
ciations as well as whether studies included a moderator 

of the within-family estimates. Although twenty studies 
assessed moderators, only six studies mentioned the vari-
ation around the within-family estimates. Four of them 
reported a significant variation (Allen et al. 2012; Chung 
et al. 2009; Keijsers et al. 2016; Reynolds et al. 2016), 
indicating heterogeneity in the within-family effects, and 
two studies did not find variation in the within-family 
association (Brauer 2009; Gottfredson and Hussong 2011). 
In addition, some authors reported problems in the statisti-
cal estimation of variation around the effects (Lehman and 
Repetti 2007; Reynolds et al. 2016).

Moderation effects (for an overview of examined mod-
erators, see Table 1) were mostly assessed at the between-
family level by investigating how the within-family asso-
ciations differed between families, and these moderators 
typically included adolescent, parental, and family char-
acteristics. Most studies assessed adolescent characteris-
tics, focusing on demographic factors (i.e., gender, age, 
birth order, ethnicity, and race). For example, Chung et al. 
(2009) found that girls experienced more distress on days 
on which they had more conflicts with their parents com-
pared to boys. A limited number of studies also considered 
adolescent psychopathology, such as depressive, anxiety, 
and externalizing symptoms. For instance, Timmons and 
Margolin (2015) found that adolescents with more depres-
sive or anxiety symptoms reported a more negative mood 
on days on which they had more conflicts with their par-
ents compared to adolescents with fewer depressive or 
anxiety symptoms.

Regarding parent characteristics, gender, average levels 
of parenting behaviors, substance use, and physical func-
tioning were studied. One finding suggested, for example, 
that only adolescents with highly involved mothers (and 
not adolescents with less involved mothers) reported more 
academic problems on days on which they reported less 
maternal support (Bai et al. 2017). Furthermore, a broader 
perspective was taken by examining family characteris-
tics, including socioeconomic status, family values, and 
cultural socialization. For instance, the study of Padilla-
Walker et al. (2016) did not find evidence for a moderating 
effect of familism values in the within-family associations 
between differential parenting and adolescent externaliz-
ing or internalizing behavior. In addition to moderators 
at the between-family level, a limited number of studies 
assessed moderators at the within-family level, explaining 
how associations might differ within the same families, 
and these moderators typically involved peer functioning 
and time. For instance, the association between parent-
child conflict and depressed adolescents’ mood was found 
to be stronger on days when friend satisfaction was low 
rather than high (Zhang et al. 2018). Thus, at this point, 
various moderators have been tested, although mainly at 
the between-family level.
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Discussion

Responding to the call for empirical studies to assess how 
fluctuations in parenting may lead to fluctuations in their 
own adolescent’s adaptation (Keijsers 2016; Meeus 2016; 
Rote and Smetana 2018), the current systematic review 
synthesized peer-reviewed studies on within-family associ-
ations between parenting and adolescent adaptation. While 
both between-family studies and within-family studies are 
necessary to grasp the complex reciprocal links between 
parenting and adolescent adaptation, the current review 
highlighted that the number of within-family parenting 
studies was strikingly limited: Only 46 compared to the 
hundreds of studies included in the meta-analyses at the 
between-family level (e.g., Pinquart 2017a). In the follow-
ing section, some first insights are identified into whether 
children are better adapted in or following periods when 
their own parents are, for instance, more supportive and 
controlling. Following this, the limitations and caveats 
of the included studies are evaluated and directions for 
within-family studies are provided.

Parenting Processes on Adaptation Dimensions: 
What Do We Know So Far?

Most studies investigated at least one of the parenting 
dimensions control (k = 22), negative interaction (k = 17), 
and support (k = 14). Regarding adolescent adaptation, the 
dimension externalizing behavior (k = 24) was the most 
popular outcome variable. Especially the link between 
parental control and adolescent externalizing behavior 
was frequently studied (k = 18), although a fair amount 
of these studies analyzed the same dataset. The results 
of these studies, of which most of them were concurrent 
associations and all on a macro timescale, provided some 
first pieces of evidence that adolescents displayed fewer 
externalizing problems in years when their own parents 
were also more controlling or monitoring more intensively. 
However, in contrast to key parenting theories (Patterson 
1982; Stattin and Kerr 2000), there was also a substan-
tial amount of studies that did not consistently show such 
linkages. Two studies even found the opposite of what 
one would expect: adolescents reported more externaliz-
ing problems at times or before they had perceived more 
parental control (Coley et al. 2009; Rekker et al. 2017). 
Furthermore, the within-family studies on parental con-
trol and adolescent disclosure showed significant con-
current associations in the expected direction but found 
no evidence of time-lagged effects (Keijsers et al. 2016; 
Villalobos Solís et al. 2015). Thus, even though the idea 
that parental monitoring is linked to better adolescent 

adaptation is established with between-family studies, 
few empirical studies confirm that fluctuations in parental 
control are linked to fluctuations in adolescent adaptation 
within the same families. Hence, evidence for the within-
family dynamic nature of parenting processes is still 
inconsistent, especially because the majority of studies 
did not find time-lagged effects. Whether these inconsist-
ent results are due to heterogeneity is a question that still 
remains unanswered. The studies of Rekker et al. (2017) 
and Keijsers et al. (2016) provide first insights that the 
dynamic processes within families that link fluctuations 
in parental control to decreases or increases in adoles-
cent adaptation may be heterogeneous and differ between 
families.

Furthermore, concerning other parenting dimensions, 
most of the studies found significant concurrent associations 
that were in the expected direction (e.g., increases in paren-
tal support were related to decreases in externalizing behav-
ior and internalizing behavior) and in line with previous 
between-family studies (e.g., McLeod et al. 2007; Pinquart 
2017b). In addition, also non-significant associations were 
found and one unexpected result: a macro-longitudinal study 
using a lower SES sample found that adolescents reported 
more delinquency at times their nonresidential father was 
more involved (Coley and Medeiros 2007). Moreover, the 
few studies on time-lagged associations show little evidence 
of time-lagged effects. Thus, the current review highlights 
that the evidence for the studied within-family parenting pro-
cesses is quite limited, because of the inconsistent results 
and the lack of tested time-lagged associations. Therefore, 
more research is vital before firmer conclusions can be 
drawn with the regard to how over-time fluctuations in par-
enting may affect adolescents’ adaptation.

In addition, the systematic review revealed some theoreti-
cal caveats in the empirical body of within-family parent-
ing studies. Two links were of particular theoretical interest. 
First, psychological control or autonomy support are the key 
dimensions of parenting that have yet to be examined at the 
within-family level (for an exception, see Dietvorst et al. 
2018). The self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 2000) 
provides a solid theoretical foundation to expect that detri-
mental effects of the lack of autonomy support on adolescent 
adaptation would replicate at the within-family level. The 
theory proposes that autonomy supportive parenting satisfies 
the adolescent’s need for autonomy and therefore enhances 
adolescent adaptation. Thus, in periods when parents are 
more autonomy supportive, their adolescents are expected 
to be better adapted. However, this hypothesis remains to be 
tested. Second, little is known about how parenting affects 
interpersonal peer functioning of adolescents. In light of the 
social learning theory (Bandura 1977), parents’ behavior can 
serve as a model for the child. Hence, it can be expected 
that parent’s behavior toward their children influences the 
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adolescents’ interpersonal behavior within other relation-
ships, such as the peer relationship. Thus far, two daily diary 
studies have assessed the concurrent association between 
parent-child interactions and peer problems in general, but 
these found no supporting evidence that within-family fluc-
tuations in parental support and parent-child conflict were 
related to fluctuations in adolescents’ peer problems (Bai 
et al. 2017; Lehman and Repetti 2007). To the best of our 
knowledge, no studies have incorporated more elaborate 
indicators of interpersonal peer functioning, such as friend-
ship support or hostility towards peers. Thus, even though 
parenting theories provide the conceptual frameworks for 
testing how changes in parenting may lead to improvements 
in adolescent adaptation, many theoretical ideas await test-
ing at the within-family level where these dynamic parenting 
processes take place.

Reciprocity Between Parents and Adolescents

Although many of the developmental theories on parenting 
argue that parenting processes include bi-directional effects 
between parents and their children (e.g., coercion theory, 
monitoring literature), only eight out of 46 included studies 
examined reciprocal time-lagged effects, which allows for a 
test of such reciprocal patterns. Notably, these eight studies 
focused primarily on adolescent externalizing behavior. The 
results appeared to provide little support for some of the 
well-known theories that operate within families. For exam-
ple, the results of the study of Besemer et al. (2016), do not 
support a reinforcing cycle between poor parent-child com-
munication and externalizing behavior, which is proposed 
by the coercion theory (Patterson and Stouthamer-loeber 
1984). In contrast, one study even found a reinforcing cycle 
between higher levels of father involvement and adolescent 
delinquency (Coley and Medeiros 2007). Moreover, evi-
dence for Bell’s theory (1968), which assumes that parents 
adapt their behavior when children do not show behavior 
within parental standards, is limited. Aside from one study, 
which suggested that an increase in adolescents’ sexual risk 
behavior was related to an increase in paternal knowledge 
1 year later (Coley et al. 2009), most studies did not find 
that externalizing behavior predicted changes in parenting 
related to behavioral control at the within-family level (e.g., 
Besemer et al. 2016; Cox et al. 2018). Thus, only a few 
studies have examined reciprocal time-lagged associations 
but did not provide strong evidence for the hypothesized 
reinforcing cycles of mutual influence in well-known theo-
ries, leaving the direction of the effects an open question for 
further research.

Timescale of Parenting Processes

Parenting processes are complex dynamic systems in which 
the interactions on the micro-longitudinal scale are consid-
ered to be the driving mechanisms of longer-term develop-
mental changes (dynamics systems approach; Granic and 
Patterson 2006). Yet, from the current systematic review 
it became evident that longitudinal within-family studies 
typically assessed associations of parenting with adolescent 
adaptation on a macro-longitudinal timescale, with intervals 
of 6 months or longer (k = 30). Some of the included studies 
assessed processes at a daily timescale (k = 10), but smaller 
micro timescales or meso timescales that fall between daily 
and annual processes (e.g., weeks or months) were rare. Spe-
cifically, with respect to adolescent externalizing and inter-
nalizing behaviors, all studies were performed on a macro 
timescale, except for one daily diary study on internaliz-
ing behavior. Hence, whether findings can be generalized 
from one timescale to another is still an open question. For 
instance, according to the reactance theory (Brehm 1966), 
exerting behavioral control may result in an immediate 
reduction of the adolescents’ problem behaviors while recur-
ring controlling behavior may intensify problem behavior 
over time. Therefore, studying parenting at one timescale 
may lead to erroneous conclusions regarding processes at 
another timescale, which is referred to as the galloping horse 
fallacy 1 (Keijsers and Van Roekel 2018).

To avoid the galloping horse fallacy and to increase the 
understanding of within-family parenting processes, empiri-
cal studies could consider and link different timescales (an 
overview of the timescales of included studies is provided in 
Fig. 3). For example, by implementing the Experience Sam-
pling Method that includes multiple measurements a day 
(Csikszentmihalyi et al. 1977; Van Roekel et al. 2019), real-
time parent-adolescent interactions can be studied. Moreo-
ver, different timescales can be linked, for example, by stud-
ying how micro-longitudinal parenting processes, such as 
real-time parent-adolescent interactions, develop across age 
and how these micro-longitudinal parenting processes are 
related to later developmental change. Thus, assessing par-
enting processes at the micro- and meso-longitudinal time-
scale, as well as studying how micro-dynamics change over 
time and accumulate into longer term developmental growth 

1 The galloping horse fallacy is a metaphor referring to the work of 
Muybridge in his famous series of pictures ‘horse in motion’. Only 
when he observed a galloping horse at microseconds apart, it was 
revealed that a galloping horse and a walking horse have a different 
mechanism of movement. Thus, one cannot observe a walking horse 
at a slower timescale to draw conclusions about how the mechanisms 
of galloping function at a faster timescale. Likewise, one cannot 
observe parenting at a one-year interval and assume that the day-to-
day mechanisms follow the same principles.
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(e.g., with continuous time modelling to study within-fam-
ily effects as a continuous function of time; Driver et al. 
2017), would be pressing questions for future developmental 
research.

Heterogeneity in Parenting Processes

Theories, such as the differential susceptibility theory (Bel-
sky and Pluess 2009), provide clear ideas about why and 
how parenting practices may affect adolescents differently. 
Nonetheless, only a limited number of studies reported the 
variation or heterogeneity around the average within-fam-
ily association, and less than half of the studies included 
moderators as potential explanations. One of the potential 
reasons why some studies did not assess heterogeneity 
was their choice to model fixed effects rather than random 
effects in multilevel regression analyses. Consequently, 
variance around the slope cannot be estimated using fixed 
effects, which leaves an interesting aspect of heterogeneity 
underexplored.

One of the studies carefully highlighted the importance 
of assessing heterogeneity by presenting a distribution of 
individual effects, showing that more than half of the fami-
lies had an effect size that deviated from the average within-
family effect not only in strength but also in the direction 
(Farrington et al. 2002). Hence, the average within-family 
effect can be misleading when a parenting process is not 
homogenous and therefore it is recommended that average 
effects are generalized with caution. Thus, to avoid the “one 
size fits all fallacy” (considering a process to be homogenous 
while it is not; Keijsers and Van Roekel 2018) it is vital for 
future studies to explore and explain variation in within-
family parenting processes.

Strengths and Limitations

Parenting adolescents is a complex and dynamic process, 
in which fluctuations in parenting may lead to fluctuations 
in their adolescent’s adaptation, from a decline in parental 
support being linked to increases in internalizing problems 
(e.g., Johnson 1991), to increases in parental monitoring 
leading to decreases in externalizing problems (Patterson 
et al. 1984). In contrast to the well-established insights into 
stable differences between families in parenting and ado-
lescent adaptation (Hoeve et al. 2009; Pinquart 2017b), 
this review summarizes what is currently known about the 
associations between fluctuations in parenting on adolescent 
adaptation. In other words, are adolescents better adapted in 
or following periods when their own parents are more con-
trolling and supportive? By being inclusive in covering par-
enting and adolescent adaptation constructs, the systematic 
review offers a comprehensive overview of peer-reviewed 
studies on within-family associations between parenting and 

adolescent adaptation. This review showed an exponential 
growth in publications within the last years, as more than 
half of the included studies were published between 2015 
and 2018. These within-family studies examine parenting 
processes at a level that fits better with contemporary par-
enting theories and demonstrate how different parenting 
processes sometimes may occur within different families. 
That is, even though a handful of studies highlighted that 
adolescents are better adapted in periods when their own 
parents are more supportive or controlling, other empiri-
cal estimates suggested that some adolescents are less well 
adapted in such periods.

Notwithstanding the strengths, there were also limita-
tions. First, the review did not contain meta-analytic esti-
mates of the included associations, because standardization 
methods of within-family (or within-person) effect sizes 
are still developing (Wang et al. 2019). Hence, it was not 
yet possible to compare within-family effect sizes across 
studies. Additionally, many associations were studied by a 
limited number of unique studies and samples, and mostly 
either on a daily or (semi- or bi-)annual timescale. There-
fore, future methodological advances regarding standardiza-
tion methods of multilevel effect sizes, uniformity among 
researchers in the use of such standardization practices, and 
additional studies on similar within-family parenting pro-
cesses and with different timescales, appear vital for future 
meta-analytic assessment. Second, many studied samples 
were from a small number of WEIRD (Western, educated, 
industrial, rich, and democratic) backgrounds (Henrich et al. 
2010). That is, many samples were from the United States 
or the Netherlands with middle-to-high socioeconomic 
status. To fully understand how parenting processes work 
within families across a wide variety of families, it is vital 
for future research to also study families from non-WEIRD 
backgrounds and to take into account differences between 
families in terms of ethnicity and socioeconomic status, 
but also for example sexual orientation (as no information 
was provided in the included studies). Third, the systematic 
search focused on peer-reviewed studies. Research that has 
not been peer-reviewed, such as book chapters or disserta-
tions, may present additional insights that are not obtained 
through the included peer-reviewed studies. Nonetheless, it 
can be expected that peer-reviewed research often has higher 
quality standards than non-peer reviewed research and is 
often the knowledge on which researchers further build 
upon.

Directions for Future Research

To support the promising trend and forthcoming studies, 
three aspects seem important to consider when matching 
theoretical questions about parenting processes to the design 
of within-family studies. The first aspect is the timescale of 
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observation (i.e., over-time fluctuation and measurement-
timescale fit). The studies utilized various timescales, from 
seconds to years, although most studies focused on macro-
longitudinal parenting processes. Carefully designing stud-
ies with micro and macro timescales would open up pos-
sibilities to assess how real-time and every-day processes 
between parents and children result in divergent patterns of 
developmental change in adaptation and ultimately stable 
differences between individuals (Back et al. 2011). How-
ever, which timescale can and needs to be included in the 
research design is a conceptual and methodological ques-
tion, the answer to which may vary according to different 
parenting practices. For example, the extent to which a par-
ent exerts behavioral control may not vary from moment-
to-moment but could fluctuate over a longer time, such as 
from month-to-month. Currently, many parenting theories 
do not specify the timescale(s) at which processes unfold, let 
alone how the timescales mutually affect each other through 
bottom-up and top-down causality (but see Granic and Pat-
terson 2006). Therefore, the first challenge is to extend 
parenting theories to derive explicit notions regarding the 
critical time window in which dynamic parenting processes 
can be observed. Moreover, the amount of fluctuation within 
families and the variance that can be observed within fami-
lies can depend on the fit of the measurement with the time-
scale. For example, when examining moment-to-moment 
fluctuations, items tapping into concrete behaviors that can 
appear in momentary states (e.g., my parent listened care-
fully to me) might be most appropriate, whereas measures 
tapping into aggregates of behavior (e.g., my parent was 
supportive the last 3 months) might be most appropriate at 
larger timescales. Thus, in addition to extending theoretical 
ideas, the first methodological challenge is to think carefully 
about whether measures are sensitive (enough) to pick up the 
dynamic processes at the timescale of observation.

The second conceptual-methodological factor that war-
rants more attention is the reciprocity between children and 
their parents. Despite the fact that developmental psycholo-
gists acknowledge that parenting is not a one-directional pro-
cess (Pardini 2008) and that children play an active role in 
determining parenting practices (Stattin and Kerr 2000), the 
current systematic review indicated that, to date, only a lim-
ited number of studies have examined reciprocal processes 
of parenting and adolescent adaptation. To obtain a more 
accurate understanding of parenting processes within fami-
lies, it is crucial to study reciprocal effects that can establish 
whether it is the parent affecting the child or whether the 
adolescent triggers changes in parenting or both.

Third, despite the possibility of heterogeneity in how 
parenting affects adolescent adaptation and vice versa, it 
is not yet a common practice to explore and explain het-
erogeneity in within-family parenting processes. Through 
modeling random multivariate slopes, researchers can 

obtain insights into whether within-family effects are het-
erogeneous across different families or even across time 
within the same families (e.g., Zhang et al. 2018). Moreo-
ver, it would the interesting to explain this heterogeneity, 
guided by relevant theories. For instance, ecological theo-
ries (Bronfenbrenner 1986; Sameroff 2010) assume con-
textual factors, whereas differential susceptibility theory 
(Belsky and Pluess 2009) assumes personality as a factor 
that might explain differences between families in within-
family parenting processes.

Conclusion

A vast amount of research indicates that families differ from 
each other in parenting and adolescent adaptation. From 
between-family research, for instance, it is known that in 
families with more parental control and support children 
are generally better adapted than in other families. How-
ever, to understand the reciprocal within-family processes 
that link parenting and adolescent adaptation and that are 
proposed by contemporary theory, longitudinal studies are 
recommended to assess how over-time fluctuations in par-
enting and adolescent adaptation are linked within the same 
family. By conducting a systematic search, the current sys-
tematic review found that, even though such within-family 
studies have grown exponentially, up until the beginning 
of 2018 there were only 46 published studies. The results 
of most of the studies indicated that in periods when par-
ents were more supportive and controlling, and parents 
and adolescents had less negative interaction, adolescents 
also reported less externalizing and internalizing behavior 
and other indices of maladaptation. This could suggest that 
changes in parent’s behavior might be linked to changes in 
adolescents’ maladaptation. Nonetheless, several studies did 
not find such within-family associations and a few studies 
even reported findings that were in the opposite direction of 
what would have been expected. This might be a hallmark of 
generally small average effect sizes but also of the existence 
of unmeasured moderator factors. Moreover, there is barely 
any evidence whether over-time fluctuations in parenting 
predict time-lagged fluctuations in adolescent adaptation 
within families or vice versa, leaving the question of reci-
procity in parenting processes largely unanswered. Addition-
ally, although a great deal of studies examined moderators, 
few studies actually tested whether heterogeneity in within-
family associations existed. Hence, it is yet to be described 
to which extent parenting processes can differ from family-
to-family. Therefore, to understand how changes in parent-
ing, such as increasing control or becoming more supportive, 
may lead to changes in adolescents’ adaptation over time, 
more studies are needed that assess the full complexity of 
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these dynamic, reciprocal, and heterogeneous processes at 
the within-family level.
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