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Abstract 

 The present study investigated the relationships between parental psychological 

control and college students’ relational aggression and friendship quality.  Based on 

previous research, it was expected that parents’ use of psychological control would be 

associated with students’ increased use of relational aggression with peers and lower 

friendship quality.  Students completed a series of survey measures assessing their 

mothers’ and fathers’ use of psychological control, behavioral control, and 

warmth/acceptance.  Students also completed a series of survey measures assessing their 

friendship quality, social skills, relational aggression, self-esteem, and social desirability.   

 The study’s findings revealed that parental psychological control was associated 

with and predicted students’ increased use of relational aggression with peers.  Parental 

psychological control was also associated with students’ lower friendship quality.  

However, parents’ use of psychological control did not predict students’ friendship 

quality after accounting for the influence of students’ personal and peer relationship 

variables.  This finding suggests that characteristics of peer relationships may play a 

larger role than parenting behaviors in shaping college students’ friendships.  The study 

also found that students who displayed higher levels of relational aggression had lower 

quality friendships.  Other findings revealed that the relationship between parental 

psychological control and students’ friendship quality can be partially explained by 

students’ use of relational aggression with peers.  Students’ friendship quality can also 

help to explain the influence of parental psychological control on students’ relational 

aggression. 



2 
 

 In addition, the study found that combinations of parenting behaviors were more 

informative predictors of students’ relational aggression and friendship quality than 

psychological control alone.  Finally, this study revealed the importance of assessing 

participants’ social desirability when measuring sensitive personal qualities such as 

relational aggression, friendship quality, and self-esteem.  Overall, this study contributes 

to the field of research on parental psychological control by revealing its effects on 

college students’ relational aggression and friendship quality. 
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Introduction 

 Psychological control, a concept first described by Becker (1964) and Schaefer 

(1965a, 1965b), is a fundamental dimension of parenting that affects children throughout 

their development (Barber & Harmon, 2002).  Psychological control refers to parents’ use 

of behaviors, such as love withdrawal, guilt induction, shaming, emotion invalidation, 

and possessiveness, that interfere with their children’s psychological and emotional 

development (Barber, 1996).  Parental psychological control has been associated with 

negative internalizing developmental outcomes, including depression, anxiety, loneliness, 

low self-confidence, low self-esteem, and low self-reliance (Albrecht & Galambos, 2007; 

see Barber & Harmon, 2002, for a review; Baron & MacGillivray, 1989; Rogers, 

Buchanan, & Winchell, 2003; Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Luyten, Duriez, & Goosens, 2005; 

Wolfradt, Hempel, & Miles, 2003).  Parental psychological control has also been 

associated with negative externalizing developmental outcomes, such as delinquency, 

social withdrawal, physical and relational aggression, antisocial behaviors, sexual 

precocity, and drug and alcohol use (Albrecht et al., 2007; see Barber & Harmon, 2002, 

for a review; Baumrind, 1967; Baumrind & Black, 1967; Rogers et al., 2003; Yang, Hart, 

Nelson, Porter, Olsen, & Robinson, 2004).  Most of the research examining the 

developmental effects of parental psychological control has focused on children and 

adolescents (Aunola & Nurmi, 2005; Barber & Harmon, 2002) and has connected the 

construct with negative internalizing developmental outcomes (Barber, Stolz, & Olsen, 

2005).  Thus, the effects of parental psychological control on the externalizing outcomes 

of older age groups have been largely unexplored.  The present study addresses this gap 
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in the research by investigating the effects of parental psychological control on college 

students’ relational aggression and friendship quality. 

Psychological Control and Relational Aggression 

 Relational aggression refers to behaviors that intend to harm others by 

manipulating or damaging their social relationships through methods such as gossiping, 

spreading rumors, threatening to end friendships, or excluding others from social groups 

(Crick, 1996; Crick, Bigbee, & Howes, 1996; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).  Unlike physical 

aggression, relational aggression is as common in girls as it is in boys (Crick et al., 1998; 

Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).  In fact, girls may be more likely than boys to display 

relational aggression (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).   

 Previous research has found links between parental psychological control and 

relational aggression in children and adolescents (see Kuppens, Laurent, Heyvaert, & 

Onghena, 2013, for a review).  Kuppens et al. (2013), for example, examined the 

relationship between parental psychological control and relational aggression in children 

and adolescents by conducting a meta-analysis of recent research.  Their results indicated 

an overall positive correlation between parental psychological control and youth 

relational aggression, with parental psychological control accounting for approximately 

3% of the variance in youth relational aggression.  Although this relationship is relatively 

weak, Kuppens et al.’s results provide evidence that increased levels of parental 

psychological control are associated with increased levels of youth relational aggression.  
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 Research suggests that the relationship between parental psychological control 

and relational aggression is stronger in adolescents than in younger children (Kuppens et 

al., 2013).  Because adolescents have a greater need to establish autonomy and develop a 

sense of identity, they may be more sensitive than younger children to the effects of 

parental psychological control (Barber & Harmon, 2002; Nelson & Crick, 2002).  The 

need for autonomy and a stable sense of identity continues to increase throughout 

emerging adulthood, which suggests that parental psychological control may have 

significant effects on emerging adults’ use of relational aggression as well (Dalton, Frick-

Horbury, & Kitzmann, 2006; Kerig, Shulz, & Hauser, 2012).  Kerig & Swanson (2010), 

for example, found that parents’ intrusiveness, or use of psychological control, was 

associated with increased use of relational aggression in emerging adults’ romantic 

relationships.  Although the effects of parental psychological control on emerging adults’ 

use of relational aggression with friends has not yet, to my knowledge, been examined, it 

is likely that parents’ use of psychological control will be associated with emerging 

adults’ increased use of relational aggression with friends as well. 

Psychological Control and Friendship Quality 

 As individuals transition into emerging adulthood and begin to establish 

independence from their families, the importance of maintaining healthy relationships 

with close friends increases (Dalton et al., 2006; Roisman, Masten, Coatsworth, & 

Tellegen, 2004).  According to the developmental contextual approach, early family 

relationships influence individuals’ later relationship quality with friends (Conger, Cui, 

Elder, & Bryant, 2000).  Previous research suggests that parenting behaviors influence 
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children’s peer relationships and social competence (see Ladd & Pettit, 2002; Parke & 

Buriel, 1998, for reviews).  Parental psychological control, in particular, has been linked 

to children’s and adolescents’ impairments in social functioning and friendship 

competence, higher levels of loneliness, lower levels of peer social support, and lower 

quality peer relationships (Cook, Buehler, & Fletcher, 2012; Dekovic & Meeus, 1997; 

Karavasilis, Doyle, & Markiewicz, 2003; Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Duriez, & Goossens, 

2006; Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Duriez, Goossens, & Niemiec, 2008).  Similarly, Dalton et 

al. (2006) found that young adults who viewed their childhood relationships with their 

parents as positive were more likely to have meaningful, secure relationships with others 

and to view themselves as able to form healthy relationships.   

 According to attachment theory, negative relationships with parents may make it 

more difficult for individuals to develop supportive friendships, as the secure base needed 

to ensure success in this task is absent (Ainsworth, 1989; Call & Mortimer, 2001).  

Because psychological control has been conceptualized as a negative parenting behavior, 

it may play a significant role in inhibiting the development of high quality friendships 

(i.e., trusting, supportive, positive relationships) during young adulthood. 

How is Relational Aggression Related to Friendship Quality? 

 Along with their significant individual associations with parental psychological 

control, I chose to examine the developmental outcomes of relational aggression and 

friendship quality in the present study due to their relationship with each other.  As Coie 

and Dodge (1998) explain, aggressive behaviors are a significant predictor of peer 

rejection.  Previous research suggests that relational aggression, in particular, is related to 
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social exclusion, loneliness, decreased social preference, and peer rejection (Crick, 1996; 

Crick, 1997; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Crick et al., 1998; Soenens et al., 2008; Tomada & 

Schneider, 1997; Werner & Crick, 1999; Werner & Crick, 2004; Zimmer-Gembeck, 

Geiger, & Crick, 2005).  Grotpeter and Crick (1996) suggest that relational aggression is 

more influential on relationships with close friends than on relationships with other peers, 

as people are more likely to demonstrate relationally aggressive behaviors in intimate 

friendships.  Friendships in which relational aggression is used are based on a conditional 

and manipulative relationship, which may lead to a lower quality friendship involving 

feelings of distrust, resentment, and alienation (Grotpeter & Crick, 1996). 

 A study conducted by Soenens et al. (2008), which helped to inspire the present 

study, highlights a significant relationship between relational aggression and friendship 

quality.  Soenens et al. examined the relationships between parental psychological control 

and relational aggression, friendship quality (i.e., companionship, help/support, 

closeness, security in friendships), and loneliness in adolescents.  While they found that 

parental psychological control was positively correlated with adolescents’ levels of 

relational aggression and loneliness, there was no significant correlation between parental 

psychological control and adolescents’ friendship quality.  Adolescents’ relational 

aggression, however, was negatively correlated with their friendship quality and 

positively correlated with their loneliness.  Using structural equation modeling, Soenens 

et al. found an indirect effect of parental psychological control on adolescents’ friendship 

quality through their levels of relational aggression.  In other words, adolescents whose 

parents were more psychologically controlling had poorer quality friendships and felt 
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lonelier as a result of their increased relational aggression with peers.  Thus, relational 

aggression functioned as a link between parental psychological control and adolescents’ 

friendship quality.  Based on these results, it is likely that the present study will find a 

relationship between college students’ relational aggression and friendship quality. 

 As Soenens et al. (2008) have demonstrated, the relationship between parental 

psychological control and children’s friendship quality may be better understood in 

consideration of their relational aggression.  Psychological control behaviors (e.g., love 

withdrawal, guilt induction) are similar in nature to relationally aggressive behaviors, as 

both types of behaviors involve social and emotional manipulation (Nelson & Crick, 

2002; Reed, Goldstein, Morris, & Keyes, 2008).  According to social learning theory, 

individuals with psychologically controlling parents may learn to behave in relationally 

aggressive ways with their peers by observing and imitating their parents’ 

psychologically controlling, manipulative behaviors (Bandura, 1973; Casas et al., 2006; 

Coie & Dodge, 1998).  If, for example, a child’s parents are less responsive when the 

child fails to meet certain requirements, the child may use relational aggression with 

peers by adopting the parents’ strategy of being conditionally responsive (Soenens et al., 

2008).  Thus, individuals with psychologically controlling parents may be more likely to 

adopt manipulative strategies in their behaviors with peers and may view relational 

aggression as a successful method of peer interaction (Hart, Ladd, & Burleson, 1990; 

Nelson & Crick, 2002; Nelson, Hart, Yang, Olsen, & Jin, 2006).   

 The relationship between parental psychological control, relational aggression, 

and friendship quality can also be explained by attachment theory.  Bowlby (1973) 
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suggested that children’s interactions with their parents influence their functioning in 

peer relationships.  An insecure parent-child attachment, for example, which is based on 

unresponsive, insensitive, and rejecting parenting behaviors, may cause children to 

develop negative working models of relationships that lead them to have insecure 

relationships with peers.  To compensate for feeling rejected or conditionally accepted by 

peers and friends, children may engage in relationally aggressive behaviors with them, 

which may decrease their quality of friendships (Bowlby, 1973; Deci & Ryan, 2000; 

Michiels, Grietens, Onghena, & Kuppens, 2008; Simons, Paternite, & Shore, 2001; 

Soenens et al., 2008; Troy & Sroufe, 1987).     

The Role of Other Parenting Behaviors  

 Research on parent-child relationships has identified three major dimensions of 

parenting: psychological control, behavioral control, and support (e.g., responsiveness, 

warmth, acceptance) (Barber, Olsen, & Shagle, 1994; Maccoby & Martin, 1983; 

Schwarz, Barton-Henry, & Pruzinsky, 1985).  Although psychological control is the 

primary parenting behavior of interest in the present study, it is helpful to consider the 

influence of parental behavioral control and support on college students’ relational 

aggression and friendship quality as well.    

 Behavioral control refers to parents’ management of their children’s behavior 

through the use of firm and consistent monitoring, discipline, and limit setting (Barber, 

1996; Galambos, Barker, & Almeida, 2003).  Research suggests that higher levels of 

parental behavioral control are optimal for helping children to achieve positive 

developmental outcomes.  Previous research has found, for example, that low levels of 
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parental behavioral control are associated with externalizing problems such as 

delinquency, drug and alcohol use, antisocial behavior, and school misconduct, and 

internalizing problems such as anxiety, loneliness, and depression (Barber, 1996; Barber 

et al., 1994; Barnes & Farrell, 1992; Galambos et al., 2003; Gray & Steinberg, 1999; 

Herman, Dornbusch, Herron, & Herting, 1997; Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss, 

2001).  Thus, it is likely that low levels of parental behavioral control will be associated 

with increased relational aggression and lower quality friendships in college students. 

 Parental support, which the present study refers to as “warmth/acceptance,” 

describes parents’ connectedness and responsiveness to their children and their use of 

warmth and acceptance in parent-child interactions (Galambos et al., 2003; Wood, 

McLeod, Sigman, Hwang, & Chu, 2003).  Research suggests that high levels of parental 

warmth/acceptance are related to more positive developmental outcomes, while low 

levels of parental warmth/acceptance may have detrimental effects on individuals’ 

internalizing and externalizing behaviors (Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1994; Miller, Cowan, 

Cowan, Hetherington, & Clingempeel, 1993).  Previous research has found, for example, 

that lower levels of parental warmth/acceptance are related to increased depression and 

anxiety, antisocial behavior, drug and alcohol use, and school misconduct in adolescents 

(Gray & Steinberg, 1999).  Thus, it is likely that lower levels of parental 

warmth/acceptance will be related to increased relational aggression and lower quality 

friendships in college students. 

 It is useful to measure all three major dimensions of parenting (i.e., psychological 

control, behavioral control, and warmth/acceptance) because some developmental 
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outcomes can best be explained by a combination of these dimensions rather than by one 

dimension alone (Aunola & Nurmi, 2005; Baumrind, 1991; Darling & Steinberg, 1993).  

Aunola and Nurmi (2005), for example, found that high levels of maternal psychological 

control combined with high levels of maternal warmth/acceptance predicted increases in 

children’s internalizing (i.e., depressive symptoms) and externalizing (i.e., antisocial 

behaviors, problematic peer relations) problems, whereas high levels of maternal 

psychological control combined with low levels of maternal warmth/acceptance predicted 

a decrease in children’s externalizing problems.  Pettit and Laird (2002), on the other 

hand, found that high levels of parental psychological control combined with low levels 

of parental warmth/acceptance were associated with increased delinquent behaviors in 

adolescents, whereas high levels of parental psychological control combined with high 

levels of parental warmth/acceptance were not.  Similarly, Gray and Steinberg (1999) 

found that high levels of parental psychological control combined with high levels of 

parental warmth/acceptance prevented internalizing problems in adolescents more so than 

when low levels of parental psychological control were combined with high levels of 

parental warmth/acceptance.  Additionally, Aunola and Nurmi (2005) found that low 

levels of maternal psychological control combined with high levels of maternal 

behavioral control predicted decreases in children’s externalizing problems.  When 

combined with high levels of maternal psychological control, however, maternal 

behavioral control had no impact on children’s internalizing or externalizing problems.  

Galambos et al. (2003), however, found that high levels of parental psychological control 

were related to adolescents’ increased externalizing problems (e.g., substance abuse, 
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antisocial behavior, school misconduct) but only when combined with high levels of 

parental behavioral control.  Examining combinations of parenting dimensions, therefore, 

may offer a better understanding of college students’ relational aggression and friendship 

quality than individual dimensions alone. 

Hypotheses 

 The present study investigated the relationships between parental psychological 

control and college students’ relational aggression and friendship quality.  Based on 

previous research, I hypothesized that higher levels of parental psychological control 

would be associated with students’ increased use of relational aggression with peers and 

with their lower friendship quality.  I also expected that parental psychological control 

would predict students’ increased relational aggression and lower friendship quality after 

controlling for the influence of other related personal, peer relationship, and parenting 

behavior variables.  Additionally, I hypothesized that students’ increased relational 

aggression would be associated with and predict a decrease in their friendship quality.  

Based on Soenens et al.’s (2008) findings, I also predicted that students’ relational 

aggression would function as a mediating link between parental psychological control 

and their friendship quality.  Finally, I predicted that combinations of parenting behaviors 

(i.e., psychological control, behavioral control, warmth/acceptance) would have a unique 

effect on students’ relational aggression and friendship quality.  In particular, I 

hypothesized that high levels of parental psychological control combined with high levels 

of parental warmth/acceptance would increase students’ relational aggression and 

decrease their friendship quality to a greater extent than other combinations of these 
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parenting behaviors.  I also hypothesized that high levels of parental psychological 

control combined with high levels of parental behavioral control would increase students’ 

relational aggression and decrease their friendship quality to a greater extent than other 

combinations of these parenting behaviors. 

Method 

Participants 

 Participants were 237 undergraduate students at a small, private university in the 

Northeast who ranged from 18 to 23 years of age (M = 19.42, 54 males, 183 females).  

The participating students consisted of 73 freshman, 59 sophomores, 46 juniors, and 59 

seniors.  The students were primarily Caucasian (85%).  Ninety-five percent of 

participants identified their biological mother as their primary mother figure, 93% 

identified their biological father as their primary father figure, and 83% of participants 

indicated that their parents were currently married.  Over 75% of participants’ primary 

mother and father figures completed at least four years of college.  Table 1 displays 

descriptive statistics for the sample. 

 Participants were recruited through advertisements to the general student 

population through the university’s online message center, to students in introductory 

psychology courses, and to students in other psychology courses.  Participants who were 

recruited from the general student population received compensation for their 

participation by entering a raffle to win one of four $50.00 gift cards.  Participants 

enrolled in an introductory psychology course received research credits required for their  



14 
 

Table 1 

Individual and Parental Characteristics as a Percentage of the Sample 

Characteristic     Participants (n = 237)             

Sex           

   Male     22.8 

   Female    77.2 

 

Age 

   18     29.1 

   19     27.0 

   20     19.4 

   21     22.4 

   22     1.7 

   23     0.4 

 

Class Year 

   Freshman    30.8     

   Sophomore    24.9 

   Junior     19.4 

   Senior    24.9 

 

Ethnicity 

   Caucasian    85.2 

   Black    2.5 

   Asian    6.8 

   Hispanic    3.0 

   Other    2.5 

 

Number of Close Friends 

   0-5     13.8 

   6-10     39.5 

   11-15    24.1 

   16-20    11.4 

   21 or More    11.2 

 

Sex of Close Friends 

   Same Sex Only   25.3 

   Opposite Sex Only   2.5 

   Mix of Sexes   72.2 

 

          Continued… 
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Characteristic     Participants (n = 237)             

 

Primary Mother Figure 

   Biological Mother   95.4 

   Stepmother    0.4 

   Adoptive Mother   1.7 

   Other Female Guardian  1.3 

   No Primary Mother Figure  1.3 

 

Primary Father Figure 

   Biological Father   92.8 

   Stepfather    1.7 

   Adoptive Father   1.3 

   Other Male Guardian  0.8 

   No Primary Father Figure  3.4 

 

Biological Parents' Marital Status 

   Married    82.3 

   Separated    0.8 

   Divorced    10.1 

   Never Married   3.0 

   Widowed    2.5 

   Unknown    1.3 

 

Mother Figure's Education Level  

   Did not complete high school 1.3 

   Completed high school  11.8 

   Two years of college  10.1 

   Four years of college  42.9 

   Professional/graduate school 33.9 

 

Father Figure's Education Level 

   Did not complete high school 1.3 

   Completed high school  13.9 

   Two years of college  3.8 

   Four years of college  39.2 

   Professional/graduate school 41.8 
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course, and participants enrolled in certain other psychology courses received extra credit 

in their course.   

Procedure 

 Participants followed an online link to Qualtrics, a survey-distribution computer 

program, where they completed a series of survey measures.  The use of Qualtrics for 

data collection allowed the survey responses to be downloaded for analysis anonymously.  

Participants’ identifying information and survey responses were kept confidential.  After 

reading and signing an informed consent form, participants completed a series of self-

report survey measures that collected their demographic information and information 

about their primary mother figure’s and primary father figure’s parenting behaviors.  The 

survey measures also collected information about participants’ friendship quality, social 

skills, use of relational aggression, self-esteem, and tendency to respond in a socially 

desirable manner.  Upon completion of the survey, participants were given the principal 

investigator’s contact information to utilize if they had any questions or concerns about 

the study. 

Measures  

 All survey measures used in the study are provided in Appendix A. 

 Demographic information. The demographic information survey consists of 15 

items that examined participants’ demographic background (e.g., class year, age, sex, 

ethnicity), family background (e.g., primary mother and father figures, parents’ marital 

status), and friendship characteristics (e.g., number of close friends, sex of close friends). 
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 Psychological control and parenting behaviors.  The child-report version of the 

Children’s Report of Parental Behavior Inventory (CRPBI-30; Schludermann & 

Schludermann, 1988) consists of three 10-item subscales that were used to assess levels 

of parental psychological control (e.g., “My primary mother figure/primary father figure 

is less friendly with me if I do not see things her/his way”), behavioral control (e.g., “My 

primary mother figure/primary father figure is very strict with me”), and 

warmth/acceptance (e.g., “My primary mother figure/primary father figure makes me feel 

better after talking over my worries with her/him”).  The CRPBI-30 uses a three-point 

response scale to measure how closely each statement describes participants’ primary 

mother and father figures (1 = not like, 3 = a lot like).  Item responses in the subscales 

were summed to yield a psychological control score, a behavioral control score, and a 

warmth/acceptance score.  Higher scores indicate higher levels of these parenting 

behaviors.  The CRPBI-30 had a strong internal reliability, as Cronbach’s alpha for the 

psychological control subscale was .84 for mothers and .86 for fathers, for the behavioral 

control subscale was .83 for mothers and .85 for fathers, and for the warmth/acceptance 

subscale was .93 for both mothers and fathers. 

 The Parental Psychological Control Scale-Youth Self-Report (PCS-YSR; Barber, 

1996) was used to assess levels of parental psychological control.  The PCS-YSR consists 

of eight items that measure aspects of parental psychological control that differ from 

those measured by the CRPBI-30 (e.g., “My primary mother figure/primary father figure 

is a person who acts like she/he knows what I’m thinking or feeling”).  The PCS-YSR 

uses a three-point response scale to identify how closely each statement describes 
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participants’ primary mother and father figures (1 = not like her/him, 3 = a lot like 

her/him).  Item responses were summed to yield a psychological control score, and higher 

scores indicate higher levels of psychological control.  The PCS-YSR had a strong 

internal reliability, as Cronbach’s alpha was .84 for mothers and .81 for fathers.  Because 

students’ responses concerning their primary mother figure’s and primary father figure’s 

use of psychological control were similar on the CRBPI-30 and the PCS-YSR and scores 

on these measures were strongly correlated (see Table 3), only scores from the PCS-YSR 

were used in the study’s analyses examining the effects of parental psychological control.  

 Friendship quality and social skills. The Peer subscales of the Inventory of 

Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) were used to assess 

participants’ friendship quality.  The Peer subscales of the IPPA consist of 25 total items 

that measure the degree of mutual trust (e.g., “I can count on my friends when I need to 

get something off my chest”), the quality of communication (e.g., “When we discuss 

things, my friends care about my point of view”), and the extent of anger and alienation 

(e.g., “I feel alone or apart when I am with my friends”) in participants’ friendships.  The 

IPPA uses a five-point response scale to measure how true participants feel that each 

statement is about their close friends (1 = almost never or never true, 5 = almost always 

or always true).  Item responses were summed to yield a peer attachment score.  Higher 

peer attachment scores indicate better overall friendship quality.  The Peer subscales of 

the IPPA had a strong internal reliability (α = .93). 

 The Social Acceptance subscale and the Close Friendship subscale of the Self-

Perception Profile for College Students (Neemann & Harter, 1986) were used to assess 
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additional aspects of participants’ social skills.  The Social Acceptance subscale consists 

of four items that measure participants’ satisfaction with their social skills and their 

ability to make friends (e.g., “Some students like the way they interact with other people, 

but other students wish their interactions with other people were different”).  The Close 

Friendship subscale consists of four items that assess participants’ relationships with 

close friends (e.g., “Some students are able to make close friends they can really trust, but 

other students find it hard to make close friends they can really trust”).  Both subscales 

use a question format in which participants identify how true one of the statements about 

each topic is for them (e.g., a participant chooses “Some students are able to make close 

friends they can really trust” or “Other students find it hard to make close friends they 

can really trust” and then identifies whether the chosen statement is really true for them 

or sort of true for them).  Items were scored 4, 3, 2, or 1.  Higher scores indicate 

increased feelings of social acceptance and better relationships with close friends.  The 

Social Acceptance subscale had a strong internal reliability (α = .80), as did the Close 

Friendship subscale (α = .80). 

 Relational aggression. A slightly modified seven-item relational aggression scale 

developed by Werner and Crick (1999) was used to assess participants’ levels of 

relational aggression.  I modified the scale to make it a self-report measure (e.g., “When 

mad, I try to damage others’ reputations by passing on negative information”).  This 

relational aggression scale uses a three-point response scale to measure how closely each 

statement describes the participant (1 = not like me, 3 = a lot like me).  To increase the 

scale’s internal reliability, one item was excluded from analysis.  Responses to the 
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remaining six items were summed to yield a total relational aggression score.  Higher 

scores indicate higher levels of relational aggression.  The relational aggression scale had 

a lower internal reliability (α = .57).   

 Self-esteem. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) was used to 

assess participants’ self-esteem.  The scale consists of 10 items that measure global self-

worth (e.g., “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself”).  The Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Scale uses a four-point response scale to measure how strongly participants agree or 

disagree that each statement describes them (4 = strongly agree, 1 = strongly disagree).  

Item responses were summed to yield a total self-esteem score.  Higher scores indicate 

higher self-esteem.  The Rosenberg Self-Esteem scale had a strong internal reliability (α 

= .91).  

 Social desirability. A 13-item shortened version of the Marlowe-Crowne Social 

Desirability Scale (M-C SDS; Reynolds, 1982) was used to assess participants’ 

tendencies to respond to questions in a socially desirable or culturally acceptable manner 

(e.g., “I sometimes feel resentful when I don’t get my way”).  Response choices are true 

or false for each item.  Participants’ responses to this scale were used as a control 

measure to evaluate the social desirability level of their responses to other measures in 

the study.  This scale had strong internal reliability (α = .70). 

Results 

 I first conducted a 2 (Sex) x 4 (Class year) multivariate analysis of variance 

(MANOVA) to test if any main effects emerged for student sex or class year on the 
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study’s dependent variable measures (i.e., CRPBI-30, PCS-YSR, IPPA, Social 

Acceptance subscale, Close Friendship subscale, relational aggression scale, Rosenberg 

Self-Esteem Scale, M-C SDS).  Table 2 displays descriptive statistics for all dependent 

variable measures.  There were no significant differences between sexes (Wilks’ Lambda 

= .95, F(14, 159) = .58, p = .88) or class years (Wilks’ Lambda = .79, F(42, 472) = .93, p 

= .60) on any of the dependent variable measures.  Therefore, all participants were 

combined into one total sample in the following analyses.   

 Paired t-tests examined differences between mothers’ and fathers’ psychological 

control, behavioral control, and warmth/acceptance scores.  Mothers (M = 11.01, SD = 

3.28) had significantly higher psychological control scores than fathers (M = 10.41, SD = 

2.89), t(220) = 2.37, p = .02, with a small effect size (Cohen’s d = .19)  Similarly, 

mothers (M = 25.78, SD = 4.98) had significantly higher warmth/acceptance scores than 

fathers (M = 24.42, SD = 5.38), t(219) = 4.09, p = .00, with a medium effect size 

(Cohen’s d = .29).  There were no significant differences between mothers’ (M = 19.37, 

SD = 4.10) and fathers’ (M = 19.92, SD = 4.45) behavioral control scores, t(220) = -1.66, 

p = .10 (Cohen’s d = .10).  Although there were significant differences between mothers’ 

and fathers’ psychological control scores and warmth/acceptance scores, the small to 

medium effect sizes suggest that their scores were not dramatically different.  Therefore, 

parenting behaviors were examined together in some analyses. 

Does Psychological Control Predict Relational Aggression? 

 To test my hypothesis that higher levels of parental psychological control would 

be associated with students’ increased relational aggression, I first calculated Pearson  
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Scores on All Study Measures 

Variable      Range  Range     M   SD  

             of Measure       of Scores 

 

PCS  

   Mother Score   8 – 24   8 – 24  11.01  3.28 

   

   Father Score    8 – 24  8 – 24  10.41  2.89 

 

CRPBI 

   Mother Warmth   10 – 30 10 – 30 25.78  4.98  

   Father Warmth   10 – 30 10 – 30 24.42  5.38 

   Mother Behavioral Control  10 – 30 10 – 30 19.37  4.10 

   Father Behavioral Control  10 – 30 10 – 30 19.92  4.45 

 

IPPA     25 – 125 56 – 123 100.43  13.44 

 

Social Acceptance Subscale  4 – 16  4 – 16  11.64  3.17 

  

Close Friendships Subscale  4 – 16  4 – 16  12.93  3.13 

 

Relational Aggression Score  6 – 18  6 – 12  6.60  1.09 

 

Self-Esteem Score   10 – 40 14 – 40 30.36  5.66 

 

Social Desirability Score  0 – 13  0 – 12  6.41  2.84 

 

 

correlations between maternal and paternal psychological control scores and students’ 

relational aggression scores.  Table 3 displays these correlations along with 

intercorrelations among all dependent variables.  Both maternal psychological control (r 

= .30, p < .01) and paternal psychological control (r = .19, p < .01) were modestly  
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positively correlated with students’ relational aggression with their peers.  In other words, 

higher levels of parental psychological control were associated with higher levels of 

students’ relational aggression.  It is important to mention that students’ relational 

aggression scores were significantly correlated with their social desirability scores (r =     

-.30, p < .01), and the inverse correlation suggests that students probably underreported 

their relational aggression to appear more socially desirable.  If students had reported 

honestly, the positive correlations between maternal and paternal psychological control 

and students’ relational aggression could have been stronger.   

 To further examine the relationship between parental psychological control and 

students’ relational aggression, I conducted a hierarchical regression analysis (stepwise 

method) predicting students’ relational aggression.  Table 4 displays the results of this 

regression analysis.  All of the variables entered in the analysis were correlated 

significantly with students’ relational aggression.  Students’ social desirability scores 

were used as Step 1.  Controlling for students’ social desirability scores may help to 

better determine the influence of other variables on their relational aggression.  Step 2 

was students’ friendship quality (i.e., IPPA scores), and Step 3 was both maternal and 

paternal psychological control.  After controlling for students’ social desirability (R
2  

= 

.09, p < .01), friendship quality predicted students’ relational aggression in Step 2 (ΔR
2 

= 

.07, p < .01), and in Step 3 maternal psychological control predicted significant additional 

variance in students’ relational aggression (ΔR
2 

= .04, p < .01).  Students’ social 

desirability, friendship quality, and maternal psychological control together predicted  
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Table 4 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Relational Aggression 

                  Model 1        Model 2        Model 3  

Variable    β
   

β 
  

β
  

Social Desirability   -.30
**   

-.22
**   

-.20
**

  

Friendship Quality      -.29
**

   -.24
** 

Mother PCS          .20
** 

Father PCS          .05 

  

 

R
2     

.09   .16   .20 

ΔR
2     

.09
**   

.07
**   

.04
** 

F     19.86
**   

20.27
**   

17.34
** 

 
*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 

 

 

 

20% of the variance in their relational aggression.  Paternal psychological control did not 

predict students’ relational aggression. 

Does Psychological Control Predict Friendship Quality? 

 To test my hypothesis that higher levels of parental psychological control would 

be associated with students’ lower friendship quality, I first calculated Pearson 

correlations between maternal and paternal psychological control scores and students’ 

friendship quality scores.  Both maternal psychological control (r = -.26, p < .01) and 

paternal psychological control (r = -.36, p < .01) were modestly negatively correlated 

with students’ friendship quality.  In other words, higher levels of parental psychological 

control were associated with students’ lower friendship quality.  Students’ friendship 

quality scores were also significantly correlated with their social desirability scores (r = 

.23, p < .01), and the positive correlation suggests that students probably over reported 
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their friendship quality to appear more socially desirable.  If students had reported 

honestly, the negative correlations between maternal and paternal psychological control 

and students’ friendship quality could have been stronger. 

 To further examine the relationship between parental psychological control and 

students’ friendship quality, I conducted a hierarchical regression analysis (stepwise 

method) predicting students’ friendship quality.  Table 5 displays the results of this 

regression analysis.  All of the variables entered in the analysis were correlated 

significantly with students’ friendship quality.  Students’ social desirability scores and 

self-esteem scores were used as Step 1.  Controlling for these personal variables may help 

to better determine the influence of other variables on students’ friendship quality.  Step 2 

was students’ close friendship, relational aggression, and social acceptance; Step 3 was 

maternal and paternal warmth/acceptance and maternal behavioral control; and Step 4 

was maternal and paternal psychological control.  After controlling for students’ self-

esteem and social desirability (R
2 

= .17, p < .01), students’ friendship quality was 

predicted on Step 2 by close friendship, relational aggression, and social acceptance (ΔR
2 

= .26, p < .01).  On Step 3, paternal warmth/acceptance predicted significant additional 

variance in students’ friendship quality (ΔR
2 

= .03, p < .01).  On Step 4, neither maternal 

nor paternal psychological control were significant predictors of students’ friendship 

quality.  Thus, after accounting for the influence of students’ personal and peer 

relationship variables and paternal warmth/acceptance, students’ friendship quality was 

not predicted by maternal warmth/acceptance, maternal behavioral control, or maternal 

and paternal psychological control.  However, students’ self-esteem, social desirability,  



27 
 

Table 5 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Friendship Quality 

                  Model 1       Model 2           Model 3       Model 4 

Variable    β 
 

β 
 

β  β 
 

Self-Esteem    .36
**  

.13
*  

.10  .10 

Social Desirability   .14
*  

.05  .03  .03 

Close Friendship     .39
**  

.34
**  

.34
** 

Relational Aggression     -.26
**  

-.28
**  

-.28
** 

Social Acceptance     .16
*  

.16
*  

.16
* 

Mother Warmth       .11  .11 

Father Warmth       .19
**  

.19
** 

Mother Behav. Control      -.01  -.01 

Mother PCS           -.02 

Father PCS          -.03 

 

R
2     

.17  .43  .46  .46 

ΔR
2     

.17
**  

.26
**  

.03
**  

.00 

F     20.18
**  

29.55
**

  27.87
**  

27.87
** 

 
*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 

 

 

close friendship, relational aggression, social acceptance, and paternal 

warmth/acceptance collectively predicted 46% of the variance in students’ friendship 

quality. 

Does Psychological Control Predict Other Peer Relationship Variables?  

 Because friendship quality is a similar construct to social acceptance and close 

friendship, I examined the effects of parental psychological control on students’ social 

acceptance and close friendship to determine whether parental psychological control had 

a similar effect on these peer relationship variables.  Both maternal psychological control 

(r = -.17, p < .01) and paternal psychological control (r = -.32, p < .01) were modestly 
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negatively correlated with students’ social acceptance.  In other words, higher levels of 

parental psychological control were associated with students’ lower social acceptance.  

Similarly, both maternal psychological control (r = -.23, p < .01) and paternal 

psychological control (r = -.36, p < .01) were modestly negatively correlated with 

students’ close friendship.  In other words, higher levels of parental psychological control 

were associated with students’ lower scores on close friendship. 

 To further examine the relationship between parental psychological control and 

students’ social acceptance, I conducted a hierarchical regression analysis (stepwise 

method) predicting students’ social acceptance.  Table 6 displays the results of this 

regression analysis.  All of the variables entered in the analysis were correlated 

significantly with students’ social acceptance.  Students’ self-esteem scores were used as 

Step 1.  Controlling for students’ self-esteem may help to better determine the influence 

other variables on students’ social acceptance.  Step 2 was students’ close friendship and 

friendship quality; Step 3 was maternal and paternal warmth/acceptance and paternal 

behavioral control; and Step 4 was maternal and paternal psychological control.  After 

controlling for students’ self-esteem (R
2  

= .23, p < .01), students’ close friendship 

predicted significant additional variance in their social acceptance (ΔR
2  

= .11, p < .01).  

Students’ self-esteem and close friendship together predicted 34% of the variance in their 

social acceptance.  Thus, after accounting for the influence of students’ personal and peer 

relationship variables, parental psychological control was not a significant predictor of 

students’ social acceptance.  These results are similar to those for the regression analysis 

predicting students’ friendship quality.     
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 To further examine the relationship between parental psychological control and 

students’ close friendship, I conducted a hierarchical regression analysis (stepwise 

method) predicting students’ close friendship.  Table 6 displays the results of this 

regression analysis.  All of the variables entered in the analysis were correlated 

significantly with students’ close friendship.  Students’ social desirability scores and self-

esteem scores were used as Step 1.  Controlling for these personal variables may help to 

better determine the influence of other variables on students’ close friendship.  Step 2 

was students’ friendship quality and social acceptance; Step 3 was maternal and paternal 

warmth/acceptance and paternal behavioral control; and Step 4 was maternal and paternal 

psychological control.  After controlling for students’ self-esteem (R
2  

= .16, p < .01), 

students’ friendship quality and social acceptance predicted significant additional 

variance in students’ close friendship on Step 2 (ΔR
2 

= .26, p < .01).  Students’ self-

esteem, friendship quality, and social acceptance collectively predicted 42% of the 

variance in their close friendship.  Thus, after controlling for students’ self-esteem, 

friendship quality, and social acceptance, neither students’ social desirability nor any 

parenting behavior variables were significant predictors of their close friendship.  These 

results are similar to the results of the regression analyses predicting students’ friendship 

quality and social acceptance, as parental psychological control was not a significant 

predictor of students’ close friendship after accounting for their peer relationship 

variables.   
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Table 6 

Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Other Peer Relationship Variables 

                 Model 1        Model 2        Model 3  

Variable    β 
 

β 
 

β  β 
 

 Social Acceptance 

Self-Esteem    .48
**  

.33
**

  .33
**

      .33
**

       

Close Friendship     .37
**  

.37
**  

.37
** 

Friendship Quality     .11  .11  .11 

Mother Warmth       .04  .04 

Father Warmth       .03  .03 

Father Behav. Control       -.05  -.05 

Mother PCS          .06 

Father PCS          -.07 

 

R
2     

.23  .34  .34  .34 

ΔR
2     

.23
**  

.11
**  

.00  .00 

F     58.76
**  

51.61
**  

51.61
**  

51.61
** 

 

 Close Friendship 

Self-Esteem    .40
**  

.10  .10  .10 

Social Desirability   .06  -.01  -.01  -.01 

Friendship Quality     .42
**  

.42
**  

.42
** 

Social Acceptance     .28
**  

.28
**  

.28
** 

Mother Warmth       .02  .02 

Father Warmth       .07  .07 

Father Behav. Control       -.08  -.08 

Mother PCS          -.01 

Father PCS          -.10 

 

R
2
     .16  .42  .42  .42 

ΔR
2     

.16
**  

.26
**  

.00  .00 

F     36.92
**  

47.77
**  

47.77
**  

47.77
** 

 
*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 
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Does Relational Aggression Predict Friendship Quality? 

 To test my hypothesis that students’ increased relational aggression would be 

associated with their lower friendship quality, I first calculated Pearson correlations for 

these variables.  Students’ relational aggression was modestly negatively correlated with 

their friendship quality, r = -.34, p < .01.  In other words, students who displayed higher 

levels of relational aggression had lower quality friendships.  As previously explained, 

students’ relational aggression scores (r = -.30, p < .01) and friendship quality scores (r = 

.23, p < .01) were significantly correlated with their social desirability scores, which 

suggests that students may have responded to the items on these measures in a socially 

desirable manner.  If students had responded honestly, the negative correlation between 

their relational aggression and friendship quality could have been stronger. 

 To further examine the relationship between students’ relational aggression and 

friendship quality, I conducted a hierarchical regression analysis (stepwise method) 

predicting students’ friendship quality.  Table 7 displays the results of this regression 

analysis.  All of the variables entered in the analyses were correlated significantly with 

students’ friendship quality.  Students’ self-esteem scores and social desirability scores 

were used as Step 1.  Controlling for these personal variables may help to better 

determine the influence other variables on students’ friendship quality.  Step 2 was 

students’ close friendship and social acceptance; Step 3 was maternal and paternal 

warmth/acceptance, maternal behavioral control, and maternal and paternal psychological  

control; and Step 4 was students’ relational aggression.  After controlling for students’ 

self-esteem and social desirability (R
2  

= .17, p < .01), students’ friendship quality was  
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Table 7 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis: Does Relational Aggression Predict Friendship 

Quality? 

                  Model 1       Model 2        Model 3         Model 4  

Variable    β 
 

β 
 

β  β
  

Self-Esteem    .36
**  

.14
*  

.05
  

.06
 

 

Social Desirability   .14
*  

.12
*  

.11  .04 

Close Friendship      .41
**  

.35
**  

.34
** 

Social Acceptance     .15
*  

.12  .14
* 

Mother Warmth       .18
**  

.18
** 

Father Warmth       .06  .12 

Mother Behav. Control      .02  .03 

Mother PCS        .01  .10 

Father PCS        -.16
**  

-.12
* 

Relational Aggression         -.25
** 

 

R
2     

.17  .37  .41  .47 

ΔR
2     

.17
**  

.20
**  

.04
**  

.06
** 

F     20.18
**  

28.49
**  

22.61
**  

24.03
** 

 
*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 

 

 

predicted on Step 2 by their close friendship and social acceptance (ΔR
2  

= .20, p < .01) 

and on Step 3 by maternal warmth/acceptance and paternal psychological control (ΔR
2  

= 

.04, p < .01).  On Step 4, students’ relational aggression predicted significant additional 

variance in their friendship quality (ΔR
2  

= .06, p < .01).  Thus, after accounting for the 

influence of students’ personal and peer relationship variables and significant parenting 

behavior variables, students’ relational aggression was a significant negative predictor of 

their friendship quality.  Students’ self-esteem, social desirability, close friendship, social 



33 
 

acceptance, maternal warmth, paternal psychological control, and students’ relational 

aggression collectively predicted 47% of the variance in students’ friendship quality. 

Mediation Analyses: Relational Aggression as a Link between Psychological Control 

and Friendship Quality 

 To test my hypothesis that students’ relational aggression functions as a mediating 

link between parental psychological control and students’ friendship quality, I conducted 

mediation analyses using the Sobel test (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Sobel, 1982).  The 

purpose of a mediation analysis is to examine the influence of a third, intervening 

variable on the relationship between two other related variables (Baron & Kenny, 1986).  

I chose to conduct a mediation analysis on the relationship between parental 

psychological control and students’ relational aggression and friendship quality because 

parental psychological control did not significantly predict students’ friendship quality 

after accounting for the influence of students’ peer relationship variables.  Students’ 

relational aggression, however, did predict their friendship quality after accounting for 

the influence of other related variables.  Based on these findings and findings from 

previous research (Soenens et al., 2008), it seemed possible that students’ relational 

aggression could function as a connecting variable between parental psychological and 

students’ friendship quality.  Since maternal and paternal psychological control were 

measured as separate variables, I conducted separate mediation analyses for each of these 

variables. 

 First, I conducted a mediation analysis to examine the relationship between 

maternal psychological control and students’ relational aggression and friendship quality.  
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All of the correlational requirements were met for this analysis, as maternal 

psychological control was significantly correlated with students’ relational aggression 

and friendship quality, and students’ relational aggression was significantly correlated 

with their friendship quality.  (See Table 3 for correlations.)  A series of regression 

analyses were conducted to determine whether students’ relational aggression functions 

as a mediator between maternal psychological control and students’ friendship quality.  

The results indicated that higher levels of maternal psychological control predicted a 

decrease in students’ friendship quality (β = -.26, p = .00).  When adding into the model 

the significant relationship between maternal psychological control and students’ 

relational aggression (β = .29, p = .00) and the significant relationship between students’ 

relational aggression and friendship quality (β = -.29, p = .00), the relationship between 

maternal psychological control and students’ friendship quality decreased in significance 

(β = -.18, p = .01).  Results of the Sobel test indicated that students’ relational aggression 

functions as a partial mediator in the relationship between maternal psychological control 

and students’ friendship quality (Z = 3.00, p = .00).  Thus, some of the influence of 

maternal psychological control on students’ friendship quality can be explained by 

students’ relational aggression.  Figure 1 displays the results of this mediation analysis. 

 Next, I conducted a mediation analysis to examine the relationship between 

paternal psychological control and students’ relational aggression and friendship quality.  

All of the correlational requirements were met for this analysis, as paternal psychological 

control was significantly correlated with students’ relational aggression and friendship 

quality, and students’ relational aggression was significantly correlated with their  
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.29
** -.29

** 

-.26
** 

(-.18
*
) 

 

 

friendship quality.  (See Table 3 for correlations.)  A series of regression analyses were 

conducted to determine whether students’ relational aggression functions as a mediator 

between paternal psychological control and students’ friendship quality.  The results 

indicated that higher levels of paternal psychological control predicted a decrease in 

students’ friendship quality (β = -.36, p = .00).  When adding into the model the 

significant relationship between paternal psychological control and students’ relational 

aggression (β = .19, p = .00) and the significant relationship between students’ relational 

aggression and friendship quality (β = -.27, p = .00), the relationship between paternal 

psychological control and students’ friendship quality weakened (β = -.30, p = .00).  

Results of the Sobel test indicated that students’ relational aggression functions as a 

Maternal 

Psychological Control 

Relational Aggression 

Friendship Quality 

Figure 1. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between maternal 

psychological control and students’ friendship quality as mediated by students’ 

relational aggression.  The standardized regression coefficient between maternal 

psychological control and friendship quality controlling for relational aggression is in 

parentheses. 
*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 
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.19
** 

-.27
** 

-.36
** 

(-.30
**

) 

partial mediator in the relationship between paternal psychological control and students’ 

friendship quality (Z = 3.46, p = .00).  Thus, some of the influence of paternal 

psychological control on students’ friendship quality can be explained by students’ 

relational aggression.  Figure 2 displays the results of this mediation analysis. 

 

 

Mediation Analyses: Friendship Quality as a Link between Psychological Control 

and Relational Aggression 

 Although the results of the mediation analyses examining students’ relational 

aggression as a link between parental psychological control and students’ friendship 

quality suggest that students’ use of relational aggression with peers can partially explain 

the relationship between parental psychological control and students’ friendship quality, 

Relational Aggression 

Friendship Quality 
 Paternal 

Psychological Control 

Figure 2. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between paternal 

psychological control and students’ friendship quality as mediated by students’ 

relational aggression.  The standardized regression coefficient between maternal 

psychological control and friendship quality controlling for relational aggression is in 

parentheses. 
*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 



37 
 

these results cannot imply causation.  In other words, it cannot be assumed that parents’ 

use of psychological control causes their children to use relational aggression with peers, 

which causes them to have lower quality friendships.  Rather, the relationship between 

these three variables may be more complex and multidirectional.  To further examine the 

directionality of these relationships, I conducted additional mediation analyses to 

determine if students’ friendship quality functions as a mediating link between parental 

psychological control and students’ relational aggression.  Since maternal and paternal 

psychological control were measured as separate variables, I conducted separate 

mediation analyses for each of these variables. 

 First, I conducted a mediation analysis to examine the relationship between 

maternal psychological control and students’ friendship quality and relational aggression.  

All of the correlational requirements were met for this analysis, as maternal 

psychological control was significantly correlated with students’ friendship quality and 

relational aggression, and students’ friendship quality was significantly correlated with 

their relational aggression.  (See Table 3 for correlations.)  A series of regression analyses 

were conducted to determine whether students’ friendship quality functions as a mediator 

between maternal psychological control and students’ relational aggression.  The results 

indicated that higher levels of maternal psychological control predicted an increase in 

students’ relational aggression (β = .30, p = .00).  When adding into the model the 

significant relationship between maternal psychological control and students’ friendship 

quality (β = -.27, p = .00) and the significant relationship between students’ friendship 

quality and relational aggression (β = -.34, p = .00), the relationship between maternal 
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psychological control and students’ relational aggression weakened (β = .23, p = .00).  

Results of the Sobel test indicated that students’ friendship quality functions as a partial 

mediator in the relationship between maternal psychological control and students’ 

relational aggression (Z = 2.67, p = .01).  Thus, some of the influence of maternal 

psychological control on students’ relational aggression can be explained by students’ 

friendship quality.  Figure 3 displays the results of this mediation analysis. 

 Next, I conducted a mediation analysis to examine the relationship between 

paternal psychological control and students’ friendship quality and relational aggression. 

All of the correlational requirements were met for this analysis, as paternal psychological 

control was significantly correlated with students’ friendship quality and relational 

aggression, and students’ friendship quality was significantly correlated with their 

relational aggression.  (See Table 3 for correlations.)  A series of regression analyses 

were conducted to determine whether students’ friendship quality functions as a mediator 

between paternal psychological control and students’ relational aggression.  The results 

indicated that higher levels of paternal psychological control predicted an increase in 

students’ relational aggression (β = .19, p = .00).  When adding into the model the 

significant relationship between paternal psychological control and students’ friendship 

quality (β = -.36, p = .00) and the significant relationship between students’ friendship 

quality and relational aggression (β = -.34, p = .00), the relationship between paternal 

psychological control and students’ relational aggression was no longer significant (β = 

.11, p = .12).  Thus, students’ friendship quality functions as a full mediator in the 

relationship between paternal psychological control and students’ relational aggression.  
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In other words, the influence of paternal psychological control on students’ use of 

relational aggression can be explained by students’ friendship quality.  Figure 4 displays 

the results of this mediation analysis. 

Relational Aggression 

Friendship Quality 

Maternal 

Psychological Control 

Figure 3. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between maternal 

psychological control and students’ relational aggression as mediated by students’ 

friendship quality.  The standardized regression coefficient between maternal 

psychological control and relational aggression controlling for friendship quality is in 

parentheses. 
*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 

Relational Aggression 

Friendship Quality 

 Paternal 

Psychological Control 

Figure 4. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between paternal 

psychological control and students’ relational aggression as mediated by students’ 

friendship quality.  The standardized regression coefficient between paternal 

psychological control and relational aggression controlling for friendship quality is in 

parentheses. 
*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 
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Moderation Analyses: Effects of Parenting Behavior Combinations 

 I conducted a series of moderated multiple regression analyses to test two 

hypotheses: 1) high levels of parental psychological control combined with high levels of 

parental warmth/acceptance would increase students’ relational aggression and decrease 

their friendship quality to a greater extent than other combinations of these parenting 

behaviors, and 2) high levels of parental psychological control combined with high levels 

of parental behavioral control would increase students’ relational aggression and decrease 

their friendship quality to a greater extent than other combinations of these parenting 

behaviors.  The purpose of a moderation analysis is to examine the effect of one variable 

based on different levels of another variable (e.g., the effect of psychological control on 

students’ relational aggression based on different levels of parental warmth/acceptance).  

Because maternal and paternal psychological control were measured separately, I 

conducted separate analyses on students’ relational aggression and friendship quality for 

these variables.  Before conducting these analyses, I centered all of the predictor 

variables around their means to correct for possible multicollinearity problems in the 

data. 

 Psychological control and levels of warmth on relational aggression.  A 

moderated multiple regression analysis tested the effects of maternal psychological 

control for low and high levels of maternal warmth/acceptance on students’ relational 

aggression.  The results yielded a significant main effect for maternal psychological 

control (β = .46, p = .00), a nonsignificant main effect for maternal warmth/acceptance (β 

= .01, p = .90), and a significant interaction for these two variables (β = .29, p = .00).  
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Maternal Psychological Control and 

Warmth/Acceptance on Relational Aggression 

The overall regression model was significant, F(3, 221) = 12.76, p = .00.  I then used a 

method for post hoc assessment of interactions suggested by Aiken and West (1991) to 

determine how the effects of maternal psychological control on students’ relational 

aggression differed for low and high levels of maternal warmth/acceptance.  Figure 5 

displays the results of this examination.  The results supported my hypothesis: high levels 

of maternal psychological control combined with high levels of maternal 

warmth/acceptance predicted the highest levels of students’ relational aggression, 

whereas low levels of maternal psychological control combined with high levels of 

maternal warmth/acceptance predicted the lowest levels of students’ relational 

aggression.  In other words, the effect of maternal psychological control on students’ 

relational aggression was greater for students whose mothers were high in 

warmth/acceptance than for students whose mothers were low in warmth/acceptance. 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. The influence of maternal psychological control on students’ relational 

aggression moderated by maternal warmth/acceptance. 
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 A moderated multiple regression analysis tested the effects of paternal 

psychological control for low and high levels of paternal warmth/acceptance on students’ 

relational aggression.  The results yielded significant main effects of paternal 

psychological control (β = .40, p = .00) and paternal warmth/acceptance (β = .14, p = .05) 

and a significant interaction for these two variables (β = .24, p = .00).  The overall 

regression model was significant, F(3, 222) = 7.81, p = .00.  Figure 6 displays the results 

of a post hoc assessment of the interaction of paternal psychological control and paternal 

warmth/acceptance as a predictor of students’ relational aggression.  The results 

supported my hypothesis: high levels of paternal psychological control combined with 

high levels of paternal warmth/acceptance predicted the highest levels of students’ 

relational aggression, whereas high levels of paternal psychological control combined 

with low levels of paternal warmth/acceptance predicted lower levels of students’ 

relational aggression.  In addition, low levels of paternal psychological control combined 

with high levels of paternal warmth/acceptance and low levels of paternal psychological 

control combined with low levels of paternal warmth/acceptance both predicted the 

lowest levels of students’ relational aggression.  Thus, these results are similar to those 

found for the interaction of maternal psychological control and maternal 

warmth/acceptance, as the effect of paternal psychological control on students’ relational 

aggression was greater for students’ whose fathers were high in warmth/acceptance than 

for students whose fathers were low in warmth/acceptance. 
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Paternal Psychological Control and 

Warmth/Acceptance on Relational Aggression 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Psychological control and levels of warmth on friendship quality.  A moderated 

multiple regression analysis tested the effects of maternal psychological control for low 

and high levels of maternal warmth/acceptance on students’ friendship quality.  The 

results yielded significant main effects of maternal psychological control (β = -.20, p = 

.01) and maternal warmth/acceptance (β = .40, p = .00) and a significant interaction for 

these two variables (β = -.25, p = .00).  The overall regression model was significant, F(3, 

215) = 15.67, p = .00.  Figure 7 displays the results of a post hoc assessment of the 

interaction of maternal psychological control and maternal warmth/acceptance as a 

predictor of students’ friendship quality.  In contrast to my hypothesis, high levels of 

maternal psychological control combined with low levels of maternal warmth/acceptance 

Figure 6. The influence of paternal psychological control on students’ relational 

aggression moderated by paternal warmth/acceptance. 
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predicted the lowest levels of students’ friendship quality.  The results, however, partially 

supported my hypothesis, as students’ friendship quality decreased at a greater rate when 

mothers who were high in warmth/acceptance were also high in psychological control 

than when mothers who were low in warmth/acceptance were high in psychological 

control.  In other words, the effect of maternal psychological control on students’ 

friendship quality was greater for students whose mothers were high in 

warmth/acceptance than for students whose mothers were low in warmth/acceptance. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Maternal Psychological Control and 

Warmth/Acceptance on Friendship Quality 

Figure 7. The influence of maternal psychological control on students’ friendship 

quality moderated by maternal warmth/acceptance. 
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 A moderated multiple regression analysis tested the effects of paternal 

psychological control for low and high levels of paternal warmth/acceptance on students’ 

friendship quality.  The results yielded significant main effects of paternal psychological 

control (β = -.34, p = .00) and paternal warmth/acceptance (β = .20, p = .00) and a 

nonsignificant interaction for these two variables (β = -.11, p = .14).  Although the overall 

regression model was significant, (F(3, 215) = 14.52, p = .00), the nonsignificant 

interaction suggests that paternal warmth/acceptance does not significantly moderate the 

effect of paternal psychological control on students’ friendship quality. 

 Psychological control and levels of behavioral control on relational 

aggression.  A moderated multiple regression analysis tested the effects of maternal 

psychological control for low and high levels of maternal behavioral control on students’ 

relational aggression.  The results yielded a significant main effect of maternal 

psychological control (β = .35, p = .00), a nonsignificant main effect of maternal 

behavioral control (β = -.03, p = .62), and a nonsignificant interaction for these two 

variables (β = -.13, p = .07).  Although the overall regression model was significant (F(3, 

222) = 8.43, p = .00), the nonsignificant interaction suggests that maternal behavioral 

control does not significantly moderate the effect of maternal psychological control on 

students’ relational aggression. 

 A moderated multiple regression analysis tested the effects of paternal 

psychological control for low and high levels of paternal behavioral control on students’ 

relational aggression.  The results yielded a significant main effect of paternal 

psychological control (β = .19, p = .02), a nonsignificant main effect of paternal 
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behavioral control (β = .00, p = .99), and a nonsignificant interaction for these two 

variables (β = -.06, p = .41).  The overall regression model was not significant, F(3, 221) 

= 2.18, p = .09.  These results suggest that paternal behavioral control does not 

significantly moderate the effect of paternal psychological control on students’ relational 

aggression. 

 Psychological control and levels of behavioral control on friendship quality.  

A moderated multiple regression analysis tested the effects of maternal psychological 

control for low and high levels of maternal behavioral control on students’ friendship 

quality.  The results yielded a significant main effect of maternal psychological control (β 

= -.23, p = .00), a nonsignificant main effect of maternal behavioral control (β = -.05, p = 

.48), and a nonsignificant interaction for these two variables (β = -.03, p = .70).  Although 

the overall regression model was significant (F(3, 216) = 5.21, p = .00), the 

nonsignificant interaction suggests that maternal behavioral control does not significantly 

moderate the effect of maternal psychological control on students’ friendship quality. 

 A moderated multiple regression analysis tested the effects of paternal 

psychological control for low and high levels of paternal behavioral control on students’ 

friendship quality.  The results yielded a significant main effect of paternal psychological 

control (β = -.34, p = .00), a nonsignificant main effect of paternal behavioral control (β = 

.04, p = .58), and a nonsignificant interaction for these two variables (β = -.05, p = .53).  

Although the overall regression model was significant (F(3, 214) = 10.16, p = .00), the 

nonsignificant interaction suggests that paternal behavioral control does not significantly 

moderate the effect of paternal psychological control on students’ friendship quality. 
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Discussion 

 The aim of this study was to contribute to the field of research on parental 

psychological control by examining its effects on relational aggression and friendship 

quality in college students.  The study’s findings revealed that while parental 

psychological control predicted students’ use of relational aggression with peers, it did 

not predict the quality of students’ friendships.  Students’ use of relational aggression, 

however, functioned as a mediating link between parental psychological control and 

students’ friendship quality.  Students’ friendship quality also functioned as a mediating 

link between parental psychological control and students’ relational aggression.  The 

study also found that combinations of parenting behaviors (i.e., psychological control, 

warmth/acceptance) were more informative predictors of students’ relational aggression 

and friendship quality than parental psychological control alone.  Additionally, the 

study’s findings concerning students’ social desirability have important implications for 

future research. 

Psychological Control and Relational Aggression 

 The present study found that parents’ use of psychological control was associated 

with students’ use of relational aggression with peers.  This finding is consistent with 

previous research on children and adolescents (Kuppens et al., 2013) and is the first, to 

my knowledge, to reveal a relationship between parental psychological control and 

college students’ use of relational aggression with friends.  Researchers have suggested 

that “relational aggression is psychological control grown up” (Kerig & Sink, 2010, pp. 

207-208).  In other words, psychological control behaviors (e.g., love withdrawal, guilt 
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induction) and relational aggression are similar in nature, as they both involve social and 

emotional manipulation (Nelson & Crick, 2002; Reed et al., 2008).  From a social 

learning theory perspective, it is possible that individuals with psychologically 

controlling parents could learn to behave in relationally aggressive ways with their peers 

by observing and imitating their parents’ psychologically controlling, manipulative 

behaviors (Bandura, 1973; Casas et al., 2006; Coie & Dodge, 1998).  Hence, students 

who experience parental psychological control may be more likely to develop the 

tendency to use relational aggression with peers. 

 Using hierarchical regression analyses predicting students’ relational aggression, 

the study found that after accounting for students’ personal (i.e., social desirability) and 

peer relationship (i.e., friendship quality) variables, parental psychological control 

predicted students’ relational aggression.  Only mothers’ use of psychological control, 

however, predicted students’ relational aggression.  In other words, higher levels of 

maternal psychological control predicted an increase in students’ relational aggression.  

This finding suggests that fathers’ use of psychological control with their college-age 

children does not affect their children’s use of relational aggression with peers as much as 

mothers’ use of psychological control does.  One possible explanation of the greater 

impact of maternal psychological control on students’ relational aggression is the idea 

that mother-child relationships may involve more dependency in children than father-

child relationships (for a review, see Collins & Russel, 1991).  If children are more 

dependent on their mothers than on their fathers, mothers’ use of psychological control 
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may have a greater effect than fathers’ use of psychological control on their children’s 

relational aggression. 

Psychological Control and Friendship Quality 

 The present study also found that parents’ use of psychological control was 

associated with students’ lower friendship quality.  This finding is consistent with 

previous research on children and adolescents (Cook et al., 2012;  Dekovic & Meeus, 

1997; Karavasilis et al., 2003; Soenens et al., 2006; Soenens et al., 2008).  The 

developmental contextual perspective suggests that early family relationships influence 

individuals’ later relationship quality with friends (Conger et al., 2000).  Parents who are 

psychologically controlling may have negative relationships with their children, which 

may lead their children to have negative relationships with friends later in life.  

Attachment theory supports this idea by suggesting that the absence of a secure base for 

development resulting from negative relationships with parents may make it more 

difficult for individuals to develop supportive, healthy friendships (Ainsworth, 1989; Call 

& Mortimer, 2001). 

 Using hierarchical regression analyses predicting students’ friendship quality, the 

study found that after accounting for students’ personal (i.e., self-esteem, social 

desirability) and peer relationship (i.e., close friendship, relational aggression, social 

acceptance) variables, the only parenting behavior that predicted students’ friendship 

quality was paternal warmth/acceptance.  Thus, parents’ use of psychological control did 

not predict students’ friendship quality after accounting for the influence of these other 

variables.  This finding was unexpected and did not support my hypothesis that parental 
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psychological control would predict students’ friendship quality.  Besides paternal 

warmth/acceptance, the predictors of students’ friendship quality were personal and peer 

relationship variables.  Since the measures of students’ social acceptance and close 

friendship are similar constructs to friendship quality, as they all assess characteristics of 

students’ peer relationships, the study examined the influence of parental psychological 

control on these measures as well.  The findings revealed that students’ personal and peer 

relationship variables predicted their social acceptance and close friendship scores, but 

parenting behaviors did not.  Taken together, these findings suggest that characteristics of 

peer relationships may play a larger role than parenting behaviors in shaping college 

students’ friendships.  As individuals enter college and transition into emerging 

adulthood, they begin to establish independence from their families and may interact 

more frequently with peers (Dalton et al., 2006; Roisman et al., 2004).  Because the 

establishment of close, healthy friendships is a salient developmental task for emerging 

adults, they may focus heavily on achieving this task during the transition to college 

(Kerig & Wenar, 2006; Roisman et al., 2004).  College students’ strong focus on peer 

relationships along with increased independence from their parents may cause 

characteristics of students’ peer interactions to play a large role in shaping their social 

development.  Although parents’ use of psychological control may have a greater impact 

on younger children’s and adolescents’ friendship quality, it did not predict friendship 

quality in an older, college-age sample.  Thus, the characteristics of college students’ peer 

interactions may be more influential than relationships with their parents in determining 

their friendship quality. 
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The Relationship between Relational Aggression and Friendship Quality 

 An examination of the relationship between students’ relational aggression and 

friendship quality revealed that students who displayed higher levels of relational 

aggression had lower quality friendships.  This finding is consistent with previous 

research on children and adolescents (Crick, 1996; Crick, 1997; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; 

Crick et al., 1998; Soenens et al., 2008; Tomada & Schneider, 1997; Werner & Crick, 

2004; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2005) and on college students (Werner & Crick, 1999).  

Friendships in which relational aggression is used are based on a conditional and 

manipulative relationship, which may lead to a lower quality friendship (Grotpeter & 

Crick, 1996).   

 Using hierarchical regression analyses predicting students’ friendship quality, the 

study found that after accounting for students’ personal (i.e., self-esteem, social 

desirability) and peer relationship (i.e., close friendship, social acceptance) variables and 

parenting behavior variables (i.e., maternal warmth/acceptance, paternal psychological 

control), students’ relational aggression predicted their friendship quality.  In other 

words, higher levels of students’ relational aggression predicted decreases in their 

friendship quality. 

 Although parental psychological control did not predict students’ friendship 

quality, students’ relational aggression did.  The significant relationship between parental 

psychological control and students’ relational aggression suggested that relational 

aggression may act as an intervening variable, or mediating link, between parents’ use of 

psychological control and students’ friendship quality.  A mediation analysis examining 
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the relationship between these three variables supported my hypothesis by finding that 

students’ relational aggression partially explains the relationship between parental 

psychological control and students’ friendship quality.  Although this relationship cannot 

imply causation, it is possible that parents’ use of psychological control influences their 

children’s use of relational aggression with peers, which may influence their friendship 

quality.  This finding is consistent with previous research on adolescents (Soenens et al., 

2008).  The role of relational aggression as a mediating link between parents’ use of 

psychological control and students’ friendship quality may also help to explain why 

parental psychological control did not predict students’ friendship quality.  In other 

words, it may not be parents’ use of psychological control itself that impacts students’ 

friendship quality.  Rather, the consequences of parents’ use of psychological control on 

their children’s social development could impact students’ friendship quality.  

 Attachment theory provides further insight into the relationship parental 

psychological control and students’ relational aggression and friendship quality.  

Unresponsive, insensitive, rejecting parenting (e.g., psychologically controlling) may 

lead to an insecure parent-child attachment (Bowlby, 1973).  Insecure parent-child 

attachments may cause children to develop negative working models of relationships that 

lead them to have insecure relationships with peers.  Insecure peer relationships may 

involve feeling rejected or conditionally accepted by peers.  As a form of self-defense 

against these negative feelings, children may use relational aggression with peers and 

friends.  In other words, children’s understanding of relationships that develops from 

their insecure parent-child attachments may lead them to carry this understanding of 
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relationships into their friendships.  Perceiving relationships with others as conditional 

and manipulative may lead children to use relational aggression to attempt to gain control 

over their relationships, and engaging in relationally aggressive behaviors with friends 

may decrease the quality of children’s friendships (Bowlby, 1973; Deci & Ryan, 2000; 

Michiels et al., 2008; Simons et al., 2001; Soenens et al., 2008; Troy & Sroufe, 1987).   

 The implications of attachment theory on children’s unconscious relationship 

schemas during early childhood may work in tandem with the implications of social 

learning theory on their later development.  As previously explained, social learning 

theory suggests that children may learn to behave in relationally aggressive ways with 

their peers by observing and imitating their parents’ manipulative, psychologically 

controlling behaviors (Bandura, 1973; Casas et al., 2006; Coie & Dodge, 1998).  Children 

may become more cognizant of this learning process at an older age (e.g., during 

adolescence) and may carry these kinds of behaviors into their friendships throughout 

emerging adulthood.  Taken together, the implications of attachment theory and social 

learning theory suggest that children’s relationships with their parents significantly affect 

their relationships with friends.  Parents’ use of psychological control, therefore, has 

significant effect on their college-age children’s relational aggression and friendship 

quality. 

 The results of the mediation analyses examining students’ friendship quality as a 

mediating link in the relationship between parents’ use of psychological control and 

students’ use of relational aggression with peers further complicate the interpretation of 

the relationship between these three variables.  The mediation analyses that identify 
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students’ relational aggression as an intervening variable in the relationship between 

parental psychological control and students’ friendship quality suggest that these three 

variables share a linear relationship.  In other words, this model suggests that parents’ use 

of psychological control affects students’ use of relational aggression with peers, which 

affects students’ friendship quality.  However, these results cannot imply causation.  In 

addition, the results of the mediation analyses that identify students’ friendship quality as 

an intervening variable in the relationship between parental psychological control and 

students’ relational aggression suggest that the relationship between parents’ use of 

psychological control and students’ relational aggression and friendship quality is 

complex and multidirectional.  In other words, students’ use of relational aggression with 

peers does not develop in a vacuum.  Although students’ use of relational aggression with 

peers may be directly affected by their parents’ use of psychological control, it may also 

be affected by their peer relationships.  The kinds of friendships that students have could 

influence their behaviors with friends and peers.  For example, students who have low 

quality friendships could be more likely to engage in relationally aggressive behaviors 

with peers and friends as a form of self-defense against the implications of such 

friendships.  Overall, the identification of both students’ relational aggression and 

friendship quality as intervening variables in the relationship between these two variables 

and parental psychological control suggests that parents’ use of psychological control 

alone cannot provide a simple, linear explanation of students’ friendship quality or use of 

relational aggression with peers. 
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The Influence of Other Parenting Behaviors 

 Using moderated multiple regression analyses, the study revealed that the effects 

of parental psychological control on students’ relational aggression and friendship quality 

can be better explained in consideration of the influence of parental warmth/acceptance.  

In support of my hypothesis, the extent to which parents’ use of psychological control 

affected students’ relational aggression and friendship quality was dependent on parents’ 

levels of warmth/acceptance.  In contrast to my hypothesis, the extent to which parents’ 

use of psychological control affected students’ relational aggression and friendship 

quality was not dependent on parents’ use of behavioral control.  

 Findings revealed that the effect of parental psychological control on students’ 

relational aggression was contingent upon parents’ levels of warmth/acceptance.  In 

particular, the effect of parental psychological control on students’ relational aggression 

was greater for students whose parents were high in warmth/acceptance than for students 

whose parents were low in warmth/acceptance.  Parents who were high in psychological 

control and high in warmth/acceptance had students who were more relationally 

aggressive, whereas parents who were low in psychological control and high in 

warmth/acceptance had students who were less relationally aggressive.  This finding is 

consistent with Aunola and Nurmi’s (2005) findings that high levels of maternal 

psychological control combined with high levels of maternal warmth/acceptance 

predicted an increase in children’s externalizing problems.  It is inconsistent, however, 

with previous research that found that high levels of parental psychological control 



56 
 

combined with high levels of parental warmth/acceptance predicted positive child 

outcomes (Gray & Steinberg, 1999; Pettit & Laird, 2002). 

 The finding that psychologically controlling parents who were warm and 

accepting had students who were more relationally aggressive is interesting because high 

levels of parental warmth/acceptance are typically associated with positive child 

outcomes (Dodge et al., 1994; Miller et al., 1993).  There are several possible 

explanations for this study’s finding that the combination of high parental psychological 

control and high warmth/acceptance predicted negative child outcomes.  When parents 

are psychologically controlling and are also warm and accepting with their children, 

parent-child communication patterns that lead to children’s psychological and emotional 

dependency may develop (Aunola & Nurmi, 2004).  This type of parent-child interaction 

inhibits the development of children’s psychological and emotional autonomy and may 

thus lead children to display problem behaviors (Schaefer, 1965; Humphrey, 1989).  

Another explanation is that warm, accepting parents’ use of psychological control may 

send inconsistent messages of approval to their children (Barber, 1996), which may 

inhibit children’s ability to develop psychological autonomy and a secure sense of self 

(Chorpita & Barlow, 1998).  The absence of psychological autonomy may make children 

more likely to display problem behaviors (Schaefer, 1965; Humphrey, 1989). 

 This study’s findings also revealed that the effect of parental psychological 

control on students’ friendship quality was contingent upon parents’ levels of 

warmth/acceptance, but only for mothers.  Combinations of fathers’ use of psychological 

control and warmth/acceptance had no impact on students’ friendship quality.  My 
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hypothesis that high levels of parental psychological control combined with high levels of 

parental warmth/acceptance would decrease students’ friendship quality to a greater 

extent than other combinations of these parenting behaviors was partially supported by 

the findings for mothers.  The most maladaptive combination of mothers’ psychological 

control and warmth/acceptance (i.e., high psychological control and low 

warmth/acceptance) predicted a decrease in students’ friendship quality.  Although this 

finding might be expected, it did not support my hypothesis, which was based on Aunola 

and Nurmi’s (2005) findings described above.  My hypothesis was partially supported, 

however, as the effect of psychological control on students’ friendship quality was 

greater for students whose mothers were high in warmth/acceptance than for students 

whose mothers were low in warmth/acceptance.  In other words, students whose mothers 

were high in warmth/acceptance experienced a greater decrease in their friendship quality 

when their mothers were psychologically controlling (as compared to when their mothers 

were not psychologically controlling) than students whose mothers were low in 

warmth/acceptance.  Thus, high levels of maternal warmth/acceptance did not mitigate 

the effect of maternal psychological control on students’ friendship quality.   

 Although my hypotheses about combinations of parental psychological control 

and behavioral control were not supported, the findings involving combinations of 

parental psychological control and warmth/acceptance suggest that effects of parenting 

behaviors on child outcomes can be better explained in consideration of the influence of 

other parenting behaviors.  This study’s results revealed that combinations of ideal 

parenting behaviors (e.g., high warmth/acceptance and low psychological control) 
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predicted positive student outcomes.  Beyond that, however, predictions of student 

outcomes became more complicated.  Hence, examining the effects of combinations of 

parenting behaviors may provide a more complete picture of what predicts child 

outcomes. 

The Importance of Social Desirability 

 This study found that students’ reports of their relational aggression and 

friendship quality were associated with their socially desirable tendencies.  Students who 

scored high on the social desirability measure indicated that they were less relationally 

aggressive and had higher quality friendships than students who scored low on the social 

desirability measure.  Although students’ self-esteem was not a primary variable of 

interest in this study, students who scored high on the social desirability measure 

indicated that they had higher self-esteem than students who scored low on the social 

desirability measure.  These findings suggest that the assessment of personal qualities 

(e.g., relational aggression, friendship quality, and self-esteem) is highly susceptible to 

cultural pressures to uphold a socially desirable image.  Responding to measures in a 

socially desirable manner may reduce or inflate relationships between variables.  Thus, 

future research may benefit from the use of a social desirability measure to gauge the 

honesty of participant responses. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 There are several limitations of this study.  First, the sample was predominantly 

composed of Caucasian females.  Because participants were sampled from a private 

liberal arts university, the range of socioeconomic diversity was also limited.  To ensure 
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that this study’s findings are representative of the college student population, future 

research should examine a more diverse sample.  It may also be useful to collect data on 

parenting behaviors using parent-report measures in addition to participant self-report 

measures.  Although the use of self-report measures to assess parenting behaviors is quite 

common and data from self-report measures has been positively correlated with data from 

parent-report measures (e.g., Barber et al., 2004; Soenens et al., 2008), other studies have 

found that parents and their college-age children differ in their reports of parenting 

behaviors (i.e., psychological control, warmth/acceptance) (Letchinger, 2013).  Similar 

results using parent-report measures would strengthen the findings and implications of 

this study, and different results may highlight the consequences of students’ versus 

parents’ perceptions of parental psychological control on student outcomes.   

 Additionally, the modified relational aggression scale used in this study had an 

internal reliability issue, which resulted in the exclusion of one item from analysis.  

Students’ responses on the relational aggression scale also suffered from social 

desirability pressures.  Future research should address these issues by using alternative or 

additional methods to measure participants’ relational aggression.  Werner and Crick 

(1999), for example, used a peer-nomination instrument to assess participants’ relational 

aggression.  Using a peer-nomination instrument in conjunction with a self-report 

measure may provide a more accurate representation of participants’ relational aggression 

(e.g., Soenens et al., 2008).  Although using a peer-nomination instrument in college-age 

samples may be difficult, Werner and Crick (1999) suggest using this type of measure 

with members of a social organization such as a fraternity or sorority. 
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 Finally, future research using a longitudinal design could track changes in the 

effects of parental psychological control versus peer relationship variables on college 

students’ relational aggression and friendship quality.  Assessing this study’s variables in 

participants beginning in adolescence and ending in the college years would provide 

further evidence that the influence of parental psychological control on participants’ 

friendship quality decreases as participants grow older.  Results of this kind would further 

emphasize the importance of peer relationships in college students’ social development.  

It is also possible that parents’ use of psychological control could have a greater effect on 

participants’ relational aggression during adolescence than it does during the college 

years.  Tracking changes in participants’ relational aggression and friendship quality over 

time could also reveal directional relationships between these two variables.  As this 

study’s mediation models suggest, it is possible that college students’ relationally 

aggressive tendencies could emerge as a result of their poor friendship quality rather than 

their poor friendship quality emerging as a result of their relational aggression (Werner & 

Crick, 2004; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2005).  Thus, a longitudinal design could provide 

further insight into the relationship between parental psychological control and students’ 

relational aggression and friendship quality by tracking changes occurring from 

adolescence through the college years. 

 Overall, the findings of this study contribute to the field of research on parental 

psychological control by revealing relationships between parents’ use of psychological 

control and college students’ relational aggression and friendship quality.  The results 

suggest that parents’ use of psychological control relates to students’ increased use of 
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relational aggression with their peers, which may lead to lower quality friendships.  This 

study highlights the value of examining combinations of parenting behaviors to gain a 

better understanding of their effects on child outcomes.  It also highlights the value of 

assessing participants’ social desirability when measuring sensitive personal qualities.  

Finally, this study’s results suggest that the influence of parental psychological control 

decreases during emerging adulthood and that peer relationships may play a larger role in 

shaping college students’ social development. 
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Appendix A 

Informed Consent Form 

General Description. The purpose of this study is for the researcher to learn about 

relationships between family dynamics and social behaviors in college students.  You 

will be asked to complete a survey about your familial background and your current 

social relationships.  It should take about 20 minutes to complete the survey.  There are 

no “right” or “wrong” answers to the questions on the survey, and you should answer as 

honestly as you can.   

Participation. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary, and you can 

withdraw from participation at any time.  You may choose not to answer any individual 

questions on the surveys if you do not want to.  To participate in this study, you must be 

at least 18 years of age.   

Confidentiality. Your answers to the survey questions will be kept anonymous and 

confidential.  Your name will not appear with your survey answers, so the researcher will 

be unable to identify who completed each survey.  Students’ names are recorded only for 

the purposes of rewarding research credit, rewarding extra credit, or entering the raffle.  

Your answers to the surveys will not be used individually but will be combined with 

other students’ answers to obtain the study’s results.   

Risks. There are no risks to you for participating in this study.   

Compensation. As a thank you for your participation, you can choose to receive .5 

research credit hours for PSYC 100, receive extra credit in your indicated course with 

Professor Boyatzis, or enter a raffle to win a $50.00 gift card.  A total of four gift card 

winners will be selected.  Gift card winners will be notified by the end of the fall 2013 

semester.  

By completing the form below, you confirm that you are at least 18 years of age, you 

understand all of the above  information, and you consent to participate in this 

study. 

 

Your Name __________________  Date _____________ 
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Please choose your method of compensation for participating in this study. 

 I am a PSYC 100 student, so please give me .5 research credit hours. 

 I would like to receive extra credit in PSYC 207. 

 I would like to receive extra credit in PSYC 297.  

 I would like to receive extra credit in PSYC 320. 

 I would like to enter the raffle to win one of four $50.00 gift cards.  

 

If you chose to receive one of the compensation options listed above, please provide your 

email address so that you may be contacted if necessary.  If you chose to receive research 

credit for PSYC 100 or extra credit for a psychology course, you will be emailed a receipt 

of your participation to keep for your records.  If you chose to enter the gift card raffle, 

you will be contacted only if you are a winner. 

 

Email Address __________________________ 
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Demographic Information Survey 

Please provide the following background information about yourself. 

1.) What is your class year? 

 2014  

 2015  

 2016  

 2017  

 

2.) What is your age? ______ 

 

3.) What is your sex? 

 Male  

 Female  

 Other  

 

4.) What is your ethnic background? 

 Asian  

 Black  

 Caucasian  

 Hispanic  

 Native American  

 Other ____________________ 

 

Please provide the following information about your family background. 

5.) Who is your primary mother figure? 

 Biological mother  

 Stepmother  

 Adoptive mother  

 Other female guardian  

 No primary mother figure  
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6.) Who is your primary father figure? 

 Biological father  

 Stepfather  

 Adoptive father  

 Other male guardian  

 No primary father figure  

 

7.) What is your biological parents' marital status? 

 Married  

 Separated  

 Divorced  

 Never married  

 Never married, but they live together  

 Widowed  

 Unknown  

 

8.) When at home, with whom do you live? 

 Both biological parents together  

 Both biological parents separately  

 Biological mother and stepparent  

 Biological father and stepparent  

 Biological mother only  

 Biological father only  

 Adoptive parent(s)  

 Other  ____________________ 

 

9.) How long have you lived with the person(s) indicated above? _______________ 
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10.) What is your primary mother figure's education level? 

 Did not complete high school  

 Completed high school 

 Completed two years of college  

 Completed four years of college  

 Completed professional or graduate level schooling  

 

11.) What is your primary father figure's education level? 

 Did not complete high school  

 Completed high school  

 Completed two years of college  

 Completed four years of college  

 Completed professional or graduate level schooling  

 

Please provide the following information about your current social relationships. 

 

12.) Do you have a boyfriend/girlfriend/dating partner? 

 

 Yes  

 No  

 

13.) How many close friends do you have? _________ 

 

*Note: Please include everyone whom you would consider to be your close friend in this 

number, whether they are from home, at Bucknell, or elsewhere.  If you consider any of 

your family members to be close friends, please include them in this number.  However, 

if you have a boyfriend/girlfriend/dating partner, DO NOT include him/her in this 

number. 

14.) Choose the statement that best describes your close friends.   

*Note: If you have a boyfriend/girlfriend/dating partner, DO NOT include him/her in this 

answer. 

 My close friends are the same sex as I am.  

 My close friends are of the opposite sex.  

 My close friends are a mix of both sexes.  

 I don't consider myself to have any close friends. 
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15.) Please provide more information about your close friends.  Complete this statement 

by checking all answers that apply to you. 

My close friends include... 

 My primary mother figure. 

 My primary father figure  

 One or more of my biological siblings  

 One or more of my step-siblings  

 One or more persons who are close to me in age  

 One or more persons who are at least 10 years older than me (not including your 

primary mother and father figures) 

 One or more persons who are at least 5 years younger than me  

 I don't consider myself to have any close friends.  
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CRPBI-30 (Child-Report) 

(Participants completed separate forms for their primary mother and father figures.) 

Please complete the following questions in reference to your PRIMARY 

MOTHER/FATHER FIGURE.  Please read each statement and choose the answer that 

most closely describes the way your primary mother/father figure acts toward you.   

If you think the statement describes a person who is Not Like your primary mother/father 

figure, choose this answer.  

If you think the statement describes a person who is Somewhat Like your primary 

mother/father figure, choose this answer. 

If you think the statement describes a person who is A Lot Like your primary 

mother/father figure, choose this answer.  

MY PRIMARY MOTHER/FATHER FIGURE IS A PERSON WHO... 

 Not 

Like 

Somewhat 

Like 

A Lot 

Like 

...makes me feel better after talking over my 

worries with her.  

      

...tells me of all the things she has done for me.        

...believes in having a lot of rules and sticking with 

them.  

      

...smiles at me often.        

...says, if I really cared for her, I would not do 

things that cause her to worry.  

      

...insists that I must do exactly as I am told.       

...is able to make me feel better when I am upset.       

...is always telling me how I should behave.        

...is very strict with me.        

...enjoys doing things with me.       

...would like to be able to tell me what to do all the 

time. 

      
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...gives hard punishment.       

...cheers me up when I am sad.       

...wants to control whatever I do.       

...is easy with me.       

...gives me a lot of care and attention.       

...is always trying to change me.       

...lets me off easy when I do something wrong.        

...makes me feel like the most important person in 

her life. 

      

...only keeps rules when it suits her.       

...gives me as much freedom as I want.       

...believes in showing her love for me.       

...is less friendly with me if I do not see things her 

way. 

      

...lets me go any place I please without asking.        

...often praises me.        

...will avoid looking at me when I have 

disappointed her.  

      

...lets me go out any evening I want.       

...is easy to talk to.       

...if I have hurt her feelings, stops talking to me 

until I please her again. 

      

...lets me do anything I like to do.       
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PCS-YSR 

(Participants completed separate forms for their primary mother and father figures.) 

Please complete the following questions in reference to your PRIMARY 

MOTHER/FATHER FIGURE.  

 If you think the statement describes a person who is Not Like your primary 

mother/father figure, choose this answer.  

If you think the statement describes a person who is Somewhat Like your primary 

mother/father figure, choose this answer.  

If you think the statement describes a person who is A Lot Like your primary 

mother/father figure, choose this answer.   

MY PRIMARY MOTHER/FATHER FIGURE IS A PERSON WHO... 

 Not 

Like 

     Somewhat 

Like 

A Lot Like 

...changes the subject 

whenever I have something 

to say. 

      

...finishes my sentences 

whenever I talk.  

      

...often interrupts me.        

...acts like she knows what 

I'm thinking or feeling. 

      

...would like to be able to 

tell me how to feel or think 

about things all the time.  

      

...is always trying to change 

how I feel or think about 

things.  

      

...blames me for other 

family members' problems. 

      

...brings up my past 

mistakes when she 

criticizes me.  

      
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Social Acceptance Subscale of the Self-Perception Profile for College Students 

Choose the statement that best describes how you feel about yourself.  Then indicate 

whether this statement is Really True or Sort of True for you. 

 

     

            Some students are not satisfied    BUT   Other students think their   

            with their social skills                             social skills are just fine 

   

  Some students find it hard to      BUT   Other students are able to  

  make new friends       make new friends easily 

 

  Some students like the way       BUT   Other students wish their 

  they interact with other people     interactions with other  

           people were different. 

 

  Some students feel that they      BUT   Other students wish more 

  are socially accepted by many     people accepted them 

  people 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Really 

True 

for Me 

Sort of  

True for 

Me 

 
Really 

True 

for Me 

Sort of  

True for 

Me 
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Close Friendships Subscale of the Self-Perception Profile for College Students 

Choose the statement that best describes how you feel about yourself.  Then indicate 

whether this statement is Really True or Sort of True for you. 

 

 

         Some students get kind of   BUT Other students don’t usually 

         lonely because they don’t  get too lonely because they  

         really have a close friend  do have a close friend to  

         to share things with   share things with 

 

  Some students are able to BUT Other students find it hard to 

  make close friends they  make close friends they can  

  can really trust    really trust 

 

  Some students don’t have BUT Other students do have a  

  a close friend they can share  close friend who is close 

  their personal thoughts and  enough for them to share  

  feelings with    thoughts that are really personal 

  

  Some students are able to BUT Other students find it hard 

  make really close friends  to make really close friends 

 

 

 

Really 

True 

for Me 

Sort of  

True for 

Me 

Really 

True 

for Me 

Sort of  

True for 

Me 
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Modified Relational Aggression Scale 

Read each statement and choose the answer that best describes you.    

If the statement describes a person who is Not Like you, choose this answer.   

If the statement describes a person who is Somewhat Like you, choose this answer.   

If the statement describes a person who is A Lot Like you, choose this answer. 

 Not Like 

me  

Somewhat Like me  A Lot Like me  

When angry, I give others the 

silent treatment.  

      

When mad, I try to damage 

others' reputations by passing 

on negative information.  

      

When mad, I retaliate by 

excluding others from activities.  

      

I intentionally ignore others 

until they agree to do something 

for me. 

      

I make it clear to my friends 

that I will think less of them 

unless they do what I want.  

      

I threaten to share private 

information with others in order 

to get people to comply with my 

wishes.  

      

When angry with a same-sex 

peer, I try to steal that person's 

dating partner.  

      
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Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feelings about yourself.  Please 

indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each statement. 

 Strongly 

Agree  

Agree  Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

On the whole, I am 

satisfied with myself.  

        

At times I think I am no 

good at all. 

        

I feel that I have a number 

of good qualities. 

        

I am able to do things as 

well as most other people. 

        

I feel I do not have much 

to be proud of. 

        

I certainly feel useless at 

times.  

        

I feel that I'm a person of 

worth, at least on an equal 

plane with others.  

        

I wish I could have more 

respect for myself. 

        

All in all, I am inclined to 

feel that I am a failure. 

        

I take a positive attitude 

toward myself.  

        
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Shortened Version of the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale 

Listed below are a number of statements concerning personal attitudes and traits.  Read 

each item and decide whether the statement is true or false as it pertains to you 

personally. 

 True  False 

It is sometimes hard for me to go on with my 

work if I am not encouraged. 

    

I sometimes feel resentful when I don't get 

my way.  

    

On a few occasions, I have given up doing 

something because I thought too little of my 

ability. 

    

There have been times when I felt like 

rebelling against people in authority even 

though I knew they were right.  

    

No matter who I'm talking to, I'm always a 

good listener. 

    

There have been occasions where I took 

advantage of someone.  

    

I'm always willing to admit it when I make a 

mistake.  

    

I sometimes try to get even rather than forgive 

and forget.  

    

I am always courteous, even to people who 

are disagreeable.  

    

I have never been irked when people 

expressed ideas very different from my own.  

    

There have been times when I was quite 

jealous of the good fortune of others.  

    

I am sometimes irritated by people who ask 

favors of me.  

    

I have never deliberately said something that 

hurt someone's feelings.  

    
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