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ABSTRACT. The author examined the association between emotional autonomy and
problem behavior among Chinese adolescents living in Hong Kong. The respondents were
512 adolescents, 16 to 18 years of age, who were interviewed for a cross-sectional study,
Three dimensions of emotional autonomy including individuation, nondependency on par-
ents, and de-idealization of parents were significantly and positively correlated with the
amount of problem behavior the participants engaged in during the past 6 months, Using
a simple linear multiple regression model, the author found that problem behavior was
associated with only one aspect of emotional awtonomy—individuation. Results indicated
that the relationship between problem behavior and three aspects of emotional autonomy
was similar in both individualistic and collectivistic societies.
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EMOTIONAL AUTONOMY has been defined in a test used by Steinberg and
Silverberg (1986) as involving three dimensions: (a) de-idealization of parents,
or the realization that parents are limited and not all-powerful: (b) nondepen-
dency on parents, or the tendency of adolescents not to rely on their parents
when they have problems in interpersonal relationship or schools: and (¢) indi-
viduation, or the belief that their parents do not know or understand them. Pre-
sumably, increased emotional autonomy makes a significant contribution to the
healthy development of an adolescent (Blos, 1967; Silverberg & Gondoli, 1996;
Steinberg. 1990). While adolescents are gaining greater emotional autonomy,
they are maturing and using more of their internal resources and taking respon-
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sibility for their actions. Frank, Pirsch, and Wright (1990), who showed that
emotional autonomy was positively associated with healthy identity develop-
ment, supported that position.

Other researchers have argued that there is a positive relationship between
emotional autonomy and problem behavior (R. Jessor & Jessor, 1978). Their
rationale is that problem behaviors are linked to several attributes of psycho-
logical maturity, such as psychological independence, low parental control, and
low parental influence (Hill & Holmbeck, 1986). In support of that position,
Steinberg and Silverberg (1986) showed that emotional autonomy is positively
related to susceptibility to peer pressure for problem behavior. Moreover, emo-
tional autonomy was found to be positively associated with problem behaviors
such as substance abuse and fighting among adolescents (Turner, Irwin, & Mill-
stein, 1991),

Emotional autonomy, as one aspect of individual autonomy, has a unique
social significance in industrialized Western cultures that emphasize individuali-
ty. Previous studies have shown that, although Hong Koeng is an advanced indus-
trialized and modernized city, Chinese adolescents living in Hong Kong develop
emotional autonomy at a significantly later age than do young people in Western
countries (Feldman & Quatman, 1988; Feldman & Rosenthal, 1991). To the
extent that individual autonomy varies as a developmental imperative among cul-
tural groups, the association between emotional autonomy and problem behavior
might also differ.

Recent studies have shown that American and Chinese adolescents display
similar levels and types of problem behaviors (C. Chen, Greenberger, Lester,
Dong, & Guo, 1998; Weine, Philips, & Achenbach, 1995). However, the rela-
tionship between problem behavior and emotional autonomy among Chinese
adolescents has not been thoroughly studied. In one investigation, Chou (2000b)
showed that intimacy with a best friend (especially loyalty and trust in the best
friend) was negatively related to problem behavior. Presumably high intimacy
with one’s friends is related to high emotional autonomy from one’s parent.
Thus, Chou (2000b) suggested that emotional autonomy might be negatively
related to problem behavior. However, Chou (2000a) also showed that emotion-
al autonomy was positively associated with depression. A question remains as
to the relationship between emotional autonomy and problem behavior in Chi-
nese youth.

Given those findings, as well as the possibility that the relationship
between emotional autonomy and problem behavior might vary across cultures,
my purpose in this research was to determine whether emotional autonomy is
related to problem behavior among Hong Kong adolescents, and more specifi-
cally, whether certain aspects of emotional autonomy are more important than
others. To this end, I examined the relationship between problem behavior and
three measures of emotional autonomy—individualization, nondependency,
and de-idealization.
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Method

Participants

The 512 participants in this study were 11th- and 12th-grade high school stu-
dents who participated in the survey in the 1998-1999 school year. Ten schools
were randomly selected to participate and one class of 11th or 12th graders in
each school was randomly selected. Approximately 50 students were selected
from each school. The school response rate was 67%, and the participation rate
for students was approximately 81%. Of the 544 questionnaires collected, 25 had
missing data (more than 20% missing responses) and 7 appeared to be respond-
ed to randomly (for criteria, see Farrell, Danish, & Howard, 1991). That resulted
in a sample size of 512,

Among the respondents, 238 (46.5%) were boys and 274 (53.5%) were girls.
Approximately 85% came from the 16- to 18-year-old age group (M = 16.9 years,
SD = 1.1 years). The respondents who had attained [1th and 12th grade were
60.5%, and 39.5%, respectively. All of the respondents were high school students,
and approximately 7.2% of them were living in a single-parent household. Data
on parental education, measured on a 5-point scale (1 = no formal education 1o
5 = university level education) indicated a mean of 2.6 (SD = 1.1) for fathers and
a mean of 2.3 (SD = 1.0) for mothers. The most frequently reported monthly
household income category, measured in US dollars, was $1,282-§1,923
(54.5%), followed by the categories of $641-$1,281 (13.9%) and $1,924-$2,564
(13.5%).

Procedure

The research staff administered the survey to participating students in the
selected classes. The questionnaire took approximately 35 min to administer.
Active personal consents and passive parental consents to participate in this study
were sought and obtained for all respondents. To increase the validity of the
responses, we made efforts to protect students’ privacy; students answered the
survey and returned the completed questionnaires in sealed envelopes.

Measures

Emotional autonomy. The Emotional Autonomy Scale (Steinberg & Silverberg,
1986) used to assess emotional autonomy is a 13-item scale measuring three
aspects of emotional autonomy—individuation, nondependency on parents, and
de-idealization of parents. Steinberg and Silverberg have reported excellent psy-
chometric properties (including reliability and validity) of that scale, and the
Chinese version of that scale has been used in my previous study (Chou, 2000a).
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The Cronbach's alpha for the three subscales of the Emotional Autonomy Scale
for this sample were .68, .71. and .64, respectively.

Problem behavior. 1 measured problem behavior (R. Jessor, Bos, Vanderryn,
Costa, & Turbin, 1995: Wills, McNamara, Vaccaro, & Hirky, 1996) by using a
19-item self-report scale that assessed the frequency of 19 types of problem
behavior in the past 6 months (o = .89). Examples of those listed problem behav-
iors include fighting, cigarette smoking, shoplifting, vandalizing, lying, and
drinking alcoholic beverages. Students were asked to indicate how frequently
they engaged in each of 19 listed problem behaviors during the past 6 months,
using a 5-point scale ranging from 0 (never) to 5 (five times or more). | summed
the 19 items to produce a problem-behavior score in which higher scores indi-
cated more frequent problem behavior.

Staristical Analysis

First, I examined the bivariate correlations between the independent variables
(age, gender [1 = boy, 2 = girl], marital status of parents [1 = divorced, 2 = mar-
ried], education level of parents [| = elementary or below to 5 = university or
above]. monthly household income measured in US dollars [1 = $640 or below,
2 = 3641 to $1,281; 3 = $1,282 10 81,923; 4 = §1,924 10 $2,564; 5 = $2,565 1o
$3.205: 6 = §3,2006 1o $3,846; 7 = $3.847 or above]) and the dependent variables
(individuation, nondependency on parents, and de-idealization of parents, and
problem behavior). One simple linear multiple regression analysis was per-
formed, and I entered the predictive variables, which included age, gender, edu-
cation, marital status of parents, education of father and mother, household
income, and the three measurements of emotional autonomy into the model by
the forced-entry method. The dependent variable for the regression model was
problem behavior.

Results

Correlations Between Problem Behavior and the Independent Variables

The intercorrelations among all independent and dependent variables for all
participants are shown in Table 1. [ found positive and significant correlations
between problem behavior and the three subscales of emotional autonomy—indi-
viduation, nondependency on parents, and de-idealization of parents. No significant
association was found between the three subscales of emotional autonomy and the
sociodemographic characteristics of young people in this sample, with one excep-
tion: Nondependency on parents was significantly and negatively related to mater-
nal education. The strength of the association between all independent variables
being used in the multiple regression analysis was moderate (.61 2 [ 12 .01).
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Relationship Between Problem Behavior and Independent Variables

Table 2 shows that problem behavior scores were significantly related to age,
gender, marital status of parent, monthly household income, and individuation.
Specifically, being younger, being female, having divorced parents, having a high-
er monthly household income, or having a higher level of individuation were asso-
ciated with more frequent engagement in problem behavior. The regression analy-
sis model accounted for 11% of the variance in intimacy, F(9, 502) = 7.06, p < .001.
R* = .11. I found moderate correlations between the predictive variables used in the
regression model: therefore, tolerance values of predictive variables were obtained.
All of the tolerance values were at least .59 or higher, which is greater than the com-
mon cutoff threshold of .1 (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1995). As a result,
the multicollinearity between predictor variables was at an acceptable level.

Discussion

In the present investigation, | examined the association between different
aspects of emotional autonomy and problem behavior. Two important findings in
this sample of Chinese adolescents living in Hong Kong should be emphasized.
First, the results of multiple regression analysis indicated that problem behavior
is positively associated with individuation. That result replicates previous find-
ings that individuation is positively related to problem behavior in American ado-
lescents (Z. Y. Chen & Dornbusch, 1998). Those findings suggest that as part of
the separation-individuation process in adolescence, there is likely to be a major

TABLE 2. Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis for Variables
Predicting Adolescent Problem Behavior Scores

Variable B SER i)
Age -03 01 -.10%
Gender -.07 03 -.10*
Marital status of parents —.16 06 — J2**
Paternal education -.02 02 -05
Maternal education .00 02 00
Household income .03 01 - 11*
Individuation A7 04 217
Nondependency of parents {02 .04 03
Deidealization of parents 07 .05 09

Note. F(9, 502) = 7.06***, R* = 11.
*p.<.05. *p < 0. ***p.< 001,
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reorganization of intimate interpersonal relationships, with decreasing depen-
dence on family and increasing closeness to peers (Petersen, 1988). However, to
explore the impact of that process on misconduct in adolescence, one must inves-
tigate why emotional autonomy leads to a higher level of problem behavior.

Second, although significant bivariate correlations between problem behav-
ior and all measures of emotional autonomy (including individuation, nondepen-
dency on parents, and de-idealization of parents) were found, the effect of non-
dependency on parents and de-idealization of parents disappeared in the
multivariate model that included other dimensions of emotional autonomy. Those
findings illustrate that it is crucial to study the effects of different aspects of emo-
tional autonomy on problem behavior among adolescents in a multivariate model.

However, one should use caution in interpreting the findings of the current
study because some significant correlation coefficients found between problem
behavior and some independent variables used in the regression model were quite
small. To be conservative, those correlations should be viewed as having theo-
retical, rather than practical, significance.

Conclusion

The findings of the current study suggest that individuation of emotional
autonomy is positively associated with problem behavior in Chinese adolescents
living in Hong Kong. That means that if adolescents feel that their parents do not
know or understand them, they are likely to engage in problem behavior. There-
fore, communication between adolescents and their parents is very important so
that they will know and understand each other to a greater extent.
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