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The relationship between perceived maternal control and depression was examined
in 111 urban adolescent girls seeking psychological services at an outpatient men-
tal health center in the Midwest. This study sought to clarify inconsistent findings
in earlier research linking parental control and adolescent depression by examin-
ing urban girls with mental health problems and by testing ethnic background as a
moderator of the general relationship. Data were collected using self-administered
questionnaires of adolescent girls’ depressive symptoms, and perceptions of their
mothers’ parenting styles. Analyses did not detect a significant association between
maternal control and depression in the combined sample of adolescent girls; how-
ever, findings were moderated by the ethnicity of the girls. Once ethnicity was
included, no relation between control and depression was found for Caucasian
and Latina girls, but high control was linked to less depression among African
American girls. These findings highlight the importance of ethnicity and gender
in child rearing and adolescent depression and stress the need for more culturally
sensitive conceptualizations of depression.
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INTRODUCTION

Research on developmental psychopathology consistently finds that, begin-
ning in adolescence, girls report higher levels of depression than boys (Allgood-
Mertenet al., 1990; Brooks-Gunn and Petersen, 1991; Compaset al., 1997; Nolen-
Hoeksema and Girgus, 1994). The existing research on adolescents from urban
environments, however, has focused on externalizing problems (Guerraet al.,
1995; Masonet al., 1994; Tolan and Henry, 1996); thus, internalizing problems,
such as depression, among urban teens has not been given adequate attention.
Focusing predominantly on externalizing problems among urban youth likely un-
derestimates rates of psychological symptoms in urban girls in particular, and
impedes both a deeper understanding of the etiology of depression and the devel-
opment of appropriate preventive interventions. The heightened rates of depression
in girls as compared to boys appear to be particularly prominent among clinically
referred youths according to Compas and his colleagues (1997), who found much
larger effects for gender among adolescents receiving mental health services than
among those from the general population. Thus, urban girls referred for mental
health services constitute a particularly high-risk, and understudied, subgroup of
adolescents.

Biological explanations for adolescent girls’ heightened risk for depression
have received little support (Nolen-Hoeksema and Girgus, 1994; Susmanet al.,
1997); thus, increasing focus has been placed on socialization processes. For ex-
ample, adolescent depression has been linked to the quality of parent–child rela-
tionships (Kurash and Schaul, 1987; Sheeberet al., 1997), which differ for boys
and girls (Chodorow, 1978; Kavanagh and Hops, 1994). Parental support and con-
trol are two behaviors fundamental to the understanding of adolescent outcomes,
such as school achievement and depression. Whereas parental support is reliably
associated with positive psychological and behavioral outcomes in children (Gecas
and Seff, 1990; Rollins and Thomas, 1979), findings related to parental control are
inconsistent.

Several explanations may account for the often confusing findings regarding
the relation between parental control and depression. First, parental control has
been broadly construed in past research and operationalized in numerous ways
(Barber, 1992; Rollins and Thomas, 1979). For example, varying labels include
permissiveness/strictness (Searset al., 1957), overprotection (Parkeret al., 1979),
demandingness (Roe and Siegelman, 1963), psychological control/autonomy, and
firm/lax control (Schaefer, 1965) among others. Second, control is often measured
in conjunction with other parenting variables (e.g., warmth), making it difficult to
examine the unique effects of parental control on adolescent functioning. For the
purposes of this study, an index of control,firm control,is defined as the degree to
which a parent controls a child’s behavior through direct means, such as rule setting
and insistence on following rules (Schludermann and Schludermann, 1970).
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A third plausible explanation for inconsistent findings is that issues of control
appear to be linked to demographic characteristics, such as gender and ethnicity.
For example, as children move into adolescence, girls are granted less indepen-
dence, are more closely monitored than boys, and are expected to stay closer to
home (Huston and Alvarez, 1990; Kavanagh and Hops, 1994; Whitinget al., 1988).
Additionally, conflict around issues of curfew, sex, and choice of friends is more
intense in families with adolescent daughters than in those with adolescent sons
(Papini and Sebby, 1988). Similarly, different ethnic groups vary in their allowance
of independence and use of controlling strategies (McDade, 1995; Okagaki and
Divecha, 1993; Reiset al., 1986), and how control affects adolescent development
may differ by ethnicity. Existing research, however, rarely tests for variability of
ethnicity and gender.

Fourth, most studies of parental firm control have used a community sample;
thus, variability of psychopathology in these samples may have been minimal, and
different types and degrees of psychopathology likely influence parental control
and its impact on youth. Studies of clinic samples, in which rates of depression
are higher and parental behaviors may be more extreme, will likely yield a clearer
understanding of the relationship between parental control and adolescent girls’
depressive symptoms. Similarly, parental firm control as it relates to the mental
health and well-being of urban adolescents has not been given enough attention.
Adolescents in urban settings are more likely to be exposed to crime, violence, and
poverty than are middle class or rural teens, placing them at heightened risk for
psychological distress (Gibbs, 1985; Guerraet al., 1995; Richters and Martinez,
1993; Seidman, 1991), and potentially making survival in these high-risk settings
dependent upon parents’ use of firm control.

Firm control (control or regulation of behavior) has generally been associ-
ated with externalizing problems (e.g., Barber, 1996), and findings consistently
show that greater firm control predicts better adolescent behavioral outcomes,
such as lower school truancy and delinquency (e.g., Barberet al., 1994; Baumrind,
1991; Loeber and Dishion, 1984). Findings with regard to depression, however,
are mixed, with parental control being assigned both a negative and a positive
role. For example, some researchers have shown that overcontrolling (Amanat and
Butler, 1984; McCranie and Bass, 1984), overprotective (Burbach and Borduin,
1986; Richman and Flaherty, 1986), intolerant, dominant, and intrusive maternal
behaviors (Amanat and Butler, 1984; Arieti and Bemporad, 1980; Lamontet al.,
1976) are associated with increased depression. Similarly, parenting styles char-
acterized by control, protectiveness, and punitiveness have been linked to adverse
psychological variables associated with depression, such as an external locus of
control (Austrin and Aubuchon, 1979; Macdonald, 1971), lower levels of com-
petence (Amato, 1989), low self-esteem (Nielson and Metha, 1994), and learned
helplessness (Seligman and Petersen, 1986). In contrast, other evidence suggests
that high parental control may actually be protective against psychopathology,
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particularly in nurturing and caring relationships (Baumrind, 1968; Lambornet al.,
1991; Robertson and Simons, 1989). Indeed, high parental control with affection
has been linked specifically to lower rates of childhood depression (Parker, 1983),
while greater depression has been found in children whose parents exercise low be-
havioral control (Barberet al., 1994) or low overprotection (Burbach and Borduin,
1986).

Socialization of Caucasian, Latina, and African American Girls

Most research on parent–child interactions do not examine unique effects as-
sociated with ethnic differences, even though ethnic differences in parental control
may yield differences in mental health outcomes for youth. Adolescent girls are
confronted with oftentimes confusing expectations of appropriate female behavior.
Norms of conduct for girls vary by ethnicity, and how these cultural expectations
are reflected in parents’ child-rearing styles may reinforce or, conversely, call into
question for girls that which is considered “appropriate.” Thus, ethnic differences
in child rearing are likely associated with adolescent girls’ development. This
study attempts to clarify the roles of ethnicity and parenting style in adolescent
depression.

For Caucasian girls, adolescence brings challenging standards of physical
and moral perfection. These girls are often expected to be selfless and free of
bad feelings, and they become “. . . looked at, objects of beauty, talked about and
judged. . .” (Brown and Gilligan, 1992, p. 164). Often, Caucasian parents, unwit-
tingly or not, uphold and fortify these norms of femininity for their daughters.
While adherence to a rigid feminine sex role is necessary for approval and accep-
tance, it is simultaneously denigrated and less respected than masculine values and
traits, placing Caucasian girls in a “double bind” (National Council for Research
on Women, 1998). For example, if their behavior fails to fall within the range of
acceptable conduct for girls, they may be considered selfish and unfeminine, yet if
they do conform to the expectations for their gender, they may be perceived as weak
and less competent than boys (National Council for Research on Women, 1998).
For Caucasian girls, the primacy placed upon feminine goodness often means deny-
ing one’s true thoughts and feelings and, thus, girls are put in emotional jeopardy
(Brown and Gilligan, 1992). The outspokenness and rich relationships they enjoyed
in childhood begin to disappear in adolescence as girls bury their true selves, con-
forming to the cultural and familial proscriptions against female assertiveness and
anger, and adhering to the feminine virtues of self-denial, self-restraint, and self-
sacrifice. Parenting styles that command this pattern of behavior may be linked to
the increased levels of depression seen among girls during adolescence.

While Latina girls face many of the same contradictory messages as Caucasian
girls do when outside the home, they also contend with very specific familial
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expectations. Sometimes the two cultures clash, as with ideals regarding indepen-
dence versus familism, and sometimes they amplify each other, as with the em-
phasis on femininity. Latin American families are often characterized by strictly
defined sex roles, and girls are governed by stern rules regarding friends and dating
(Tayloret al., 1995). For example, sexual behavior is not tolerated because virginity
is often associated with family honor (Espin, 1984). Double standards are preva-
lent, as Latina girls are expected to be conforming, obedient, and dependent, while
their brothers are given considerable freedom and fewer responsibilities (Taylor
et al., 1995). However, the literature on parenting styles for Latino families is sparse
and where there are data, the findings are inconsistent. For instance, some studies
show an authoritarian orientation in Latino parents, while others show an authorita-
tive parenting style (see Martinez, 1988) – one often associated with individualistic
middle class Caucasian values rather than the cooperative and communal values of
Hispanic families (Baumrind, 1978). Other studies have found greater permissive-
ness in Latino families than in Caucasian or African American families (LeVine
and Bartz, 1979). Although in reporting these data we combine different Spanish-
speaking groups (e.g., Chicano and Puerto Rican), they are useful in understanding
general patterns of behavior. Latina girls often report finding comfort and secu-
rity in the restrictive and protective child-rearing styles of their parents—which
may prevent pregnancy and school dropout—but the level of compliance that is
required of them, often at the expense of strength, healthy entitlement, and genuine
connection, is great and may lead to depression (Tayloret al., 1995).

African American girls do not generally share the same constraints of ideal-
ized femininity as Caucasian and Latina girls. Faced with the traditional expecta-
tions of nurturance and childcare, they are also raised to be self-reliant and strong
(Ward, 1996). They do not face the same social and familial sanctions as Caucasian
girls do when they behave in a dominant or independent fashion (see Tayloret al.,
1995). African American mothers are often described as being overprotective and
strict disciplinarians (Greene, 1990; Rickelet al., 1988), and also place less gender-
stereotyped expectations on their children than do Caucasian families (Reid, 1985;
Staples and Mirande, 1980). A stricter parenting style is viewed by many African
Americans across social class lines as necessary to develop effective coping abil-
ities in the face of the harsh realities of racism and discrimination (Julianet al.,
1994; McDade, 1995; see Tayloret al., 1995). For example, African American
mothers often perceive there to be less tolerance for African American children’s
misbehavior (Ferguson-Peters, 1985); thus, exercising high levels of behavioral
control may be a way African American mothers mediate between their children
and an antagonistic society.

In sum, the impact of parental control on depression may vary for girls from
different ethnic groups. This study was designed to examine if reports of maternal
control would be differentially associated with depression in clinically referred
Caucasian, African American, and Latina girls.
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This investigation addresses several gaps in the literature in an attempt to ex-
tend and clarify the mixed findings of past research. First, we used a well-validated
measure of both anxious depression and of perceived parental firm control to further
specify links between depression and a particular type of parental control. Second,
we used a clinic sample to assess the relation between parental control and more
significant levels of depression. Third, our sample consisted of urban adolescents
from environments in which parental control is conceived to be essential to their
well-being. Fourth, because parental control appears to be differentially linked
to boys and girls, we examined girls alone to help clarify findings that may be
confounded in previous research as a result of collapsing across genders. Finally,
we investigated the effects of ethnicity on maternal firm control and depression
among girls to identify potential modifiers of this relation.

Hypotheses

We hypothesized that high levels of maternal control would be linked to
greater rates of depression among Caucasian girls and lower rates of depression
among African American girls. For the Caucasian girls, we anticipated a small
relationship between maternal control and depression because while we believe
they are vulnerable to depression because their self development is limited by the
restrictions of femininity, it may not specifically be “firm control” that is being
employed toward these ends. For African American girls we anticipated higher
levels of maternal firm control to result in a greater drop in depression as it may
serve to foster self-sufficiency and mastery over racism and, thus, be experienced
by African American girls as protective, rather than rejecting and unfair. Because
the research on Latino child-rearing styles and adolescent outcomes is inconsistent,
we did not make a hypothesis, but instead posed the following question: is firm
maternal control predictive of depressive symptoms among Latina girls?

METHOD

Research Participants

Participants were drawn from two larger studies (N= 116 and 135) of ado-
lescents seeking outpatient mental health services at a large, metropolitan hospital
in the Midwest. Both studies used similar data collection procedures and included
the two instruments used in the current investigation. A subset of 111 adoles-
cent girls participated in the present study. Participants identified by the clinic
as organically impaired were excluded from the larger sample. 140 participants
were excluded from the current study for 5 additional reasons: (a) they were male
(N = 96); (b) they reported membership in other ethnic groups and there was
not adequate power to test for effects (N = 11); (c) the primary parent was not
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a mother or female guardian and there was not adequate power to test for effects
among fathers or male guardians (N = 12); (d) they were more than 19 years of
age, and therefore not considered teens (N = 3); and (e) incomplete data (N =
18). Participants were ethnically diverse, with 45% African American (N= 50),
37% Caucasian (N = 41), and 18% Hispanic/Latina (N = 20). They ranged in
age from 12.25 to 18.92 years (M = 15.65, SD= 1.61). The Four-Factor Index
of Social Status (Hollingshead, 1975) measured socioeconomic status (SES). SES
was primarily lower middle to middle class (potential range: 1 (lower)–5 (upper
class) M = 2.88, SD= 1.20). Both African Americans,t(2, 87)= 3.10, p< .01,
and Latinas,t(2, 57)= 2.82, p< .01, had significantly lower SES scores than did
Caucasians. Thirty-six percent (N= 40) of the girls in this study had scores on a
measure of depression that indicated a level of symptom endorsement associated
with clinical depression.

Measures

Background Variables

Demographic information, including gender, racial/ethnic background, so-
cioeconomic status, and age, for each participant was compiled during parent
interviews.

Adolescent Depression

Adolescent depressed mood was assessed using the Anxious-Depressed sub-
scale of the Youth Self-Report (YSR; Achenbach, 1991), completed by the adoles-
cent. The YSR included 112 behavior items, which adolescents rate on a 3-point
scale as 1 (not true), 2 (somewhator sometimes true), or 3 (very trueor often
true) of themselves during the past 6 months. This measure generates raw and
T-score values for anxious depression (e.g., sadness, anxiety). Sample items that
comprise the Anxious-Depressed subscale include “I am nervous or tense,” “I feel
worthless or inferior,” and “I feel that no one loves me.” Normative data for the
YSR are based on a nationally representative community sample of children and
adolescents, with separate norms for boys and girls. Reliability and validity are
well established for this measure (Achenbach, 1991).

Parental Firm Control

A shortened form of the Children’s Report of Parental Behavior Inventory
(CRPBI)(Schaefer, 1965) was used to evaluate adolescents’ perception of parental
control. Certain subscales from the original version that were not pertinent to
our research were excluded to reduce the length of the research protocol. Our
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78-item questionnaire measures perceived parental child-rearing strategies along
12 dimensions, including firm parental control. The specific subscale measuring
firm parental control contains 5 items: (1) “my mother sees to it that I know ex-
actly what I may or may not do,” (2) “my mother believes in having a lot of rules
and sticking to them,” (3) “my mother believes that all my bad behavior should
be punished in some way,” (4) “my mother insists that I must do exactly as I’m
told,” and (5) “I have certain jobs to do and am not allowed to do anything else
until they are done.” For each item, adolescents indicated if the behavior islike,
somewhat like, ornot like—scored 3, 2, 1, respectively—their mothers. The CRPBI
is particularly useful for this study because (a) it clearly differentiates between
two contrasting methods of parental control (i.e., firm control and psychologi-
cal control) thus clarifying our definition of control; (b) it assesses maternal and
paternal behavior separately, allowing us to examine perceptions of mothers’ be-
havior specifically; and (c) it has been found to be highly replicable across samples
(e.g., Schludermann and Schludermann, 1970) and cultures (e.g., Schludermann
and Schludermann, 1971). The reliability and validity of the CRPBI have been
documented extensively (Schaefer, 1965; Schaefer and Bayley, 1967).

Procedures

Youth and their primary caretakers were administered a series of question-
naires and interviews at the beginning of treatment as part of the clinic proto-
col. Consent to participate in the research was high (97% in Study 1 and 90%
in Study 2). Interviewers were advanced undergraduate and graduate students in
psychology or had obtained a bachelors or masters degree in a related field. Adoles-
cents and parents were interviewed separately and completed self-report measures
of adolescent adjustment and behavior, family functioning, and demographics.
Families were not paid for their participation in this part of the research and they
were informed that refusal of research consent would not affect current or future
treatment at the hospital.

RESULTS

Table I lists descriptive statistics for maternal control and depression within
the 3 ethnic groups. African American girls reported significantly more maternal
control than Caucasian girls did,t(2, 89)= −3.01, p < .01, as did the Latina
girls, t(2, 59)= −2.59, p< .01. African Americans and Latinas, however, did not
significantly differ in rates of maternal control. No differences in depressed mood
among the 3 ethnic groups were detected.

Table II lists correlations between maternal control and depression within
each ethnic group. No significant relationship between perceived maternal control
and depression was detected for Caucasian or Latina girls, but a significant negative
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Table I. Descriptive Statistics for Parental Control and Depression Within the 3 Ethnic Groups

Maternal control Depressive symptoms

Ethnic Group M SD M SD

African American 22.6a 5.1 61.8 11.8
Caucasian 19.0b 6.3 62.7 10.1
Latina 22.8a 4.9 66.5 11.4

a,bShared superscripts identify homogeneous groups with respect to mean levels (i.e., nonsignifi-
cant group differences).

relationship was found for African American girls. Greater parental control was
associated with less depression among African American female adolescents. Ap-
proximately 10% of the variance in depression was accounted for by maternal
control for the African American group, 8% for the Latina group, and only 1% for
the Caucasian group.

Two standard multiple regression models were used to evaluate the main
effects and moderator of the relationship between maternal firm control and ado-
lescent depression. Both age and firm control were included in all analyses, and
both were expressed in mean deviation form.

Model 1 evaluated the association of firm control and adolescent depression,
controlling for age. No significant relationships were detected between firm control
and adolescent depressed mood (see Table III) when the combined sample was
examined. Controlling for age, firm control accounted for only 1% of the remaining
variance in adolescent anxious depression.

Model 2 included adolescent ethnicity in the equation to evaluate if the
relationship between maternal firm control and adolescent depressed mood de-
pended on the family’s ethnic group membership (see Table IV). Age, firm con-
trol, ethnicity, and firm control× ethnicity were entered as predictors of adolescent
depression. Ethnic groups (African American, Caucasian, and Latina) were dummy
coded; therefore tests for unique effects of ethnicity and unique firm control× eth-
nicity components had two numerator degrees of freedom. Adolescent self-reports
of depression yielded significant overall ethnicity effects for the slope, primar-
ily because of differences in Caucasian and African American expected values,
evaluated at average levels of age and firm control. Within-group tests yielded
a significant negative relationship between psychological control and depressed

Table II. Zero-Order Correlations and Nil Hypothesis Significance Levels for
Correlations Between Parental Control and Depression Within Each of the 3

Ethnic Groups

Ethnic Group r p

Caucasian .11 ns
African American −.31 .038
Latina −.28 ns
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Table III. Maternal Firm Control as a Predictor of Adolescent Depressed Mood

Beta Standardized Beta Partialr Semipartialr t p

Depression −.145 −.075 −.077 −.074 −.795 .429

mood among African-American teens. Ethnic group contrasts identified a signifi-
cant difference between slopes for Caucasian and African American adolescents,
with African American teens showing a relatively stronger (negative) relationship
between firm control and anxious depression,t(2, 103)= −2.53, p< .01.

DISCUSSION

Results of this investigation indicated that firm maternal control was dif-
ferentially associated with depressive symptoms in adolescent girls of different
ethnic groups (See Fig. 1). Preliminary analyses detected no relationship between
firm control and depression when the combined sample of Caucasian, Latina, and
African American girls was analyzed. However, once ethnicity was included as a
moderator, high levels of control were predictive of fewer symptoms of depres-
sion among African American girls. These findings yield partial support for our
hypotheses. We predicted that high levels of control would be associated with less
depression in African American girls, and with more depression in Caucasian girls.
While firm maternal control was linked to lower rates of depressive symptoms in
African Americans girls in this clinical urban sample, the evidence indicated a
nonsignificant relation between firm control and depression for Caucasian girls as
well as for the Latina girls. It is interesting to note that both African American
and Latina adolescent girls reported significantly more control by their mothers
than did the Caucasian girls. However, only in one of these groups (the African
American group) was control significantly predictive of depression. It is unlikely,
then, that an elevated mean level of control explains the link between maternal con-
trol and depression. Our findings indicate that ethnicity is an important variable in
the relationship between firm maternal control and adolescent girls’ depression.
Indeed, the mixed findings of past research may be understood, in part, by the

Table IV. Intercepts and Slopes of Regression of Maternal Control on Depressed Mood Within
Ethnic Groups, Controlling for Age (Evaluated at Mean Age)

Partial Semipartial
Depression African American Caucasian LatinaF p Multiple R2 Multiple R2

Intercept 62.5 63.4 67.8 1.74 .181 .033 .028
Slope −.683*a .337b −.425 3.37 .038 .061 .054

a,bDiffering superscripts identify significant differences among groups with respect to slopes.
∗p < .05.
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Fig. 1. Final regression model: Perceived maternal control and adolescent depression by ethnic group.

absence of attention to ethnic differences in parental control and depression, and
because many studies combined genders.

Differing cultural values may help explain the ethnic differences found in our
sample. Greater firm control by mothers was associated with lower rates of depres-
sive symptoms in African American girls only. Theoretical literature suggests that
interpersonal connectedness, at the family and community level, are particularly
valued in African American cultures (Boyd-Franklin, 1989); thus, ethnic construc-
tions of appropriate parenting may render firm control more normative and less
intrusive for African American adolescent girls than for girls of other cultures. An-
other possibility is that African American girls facing the harsh realities of racism
may interpret a high level of strictness as caring that does not translate in the same
way to Caucasian and Latina adolescents. It should be noted, however, that the
communal values and racism mentioned with regard to African Americans have
also been found in terms of Latinos (Harwood, 1992; Knightet al., 1993). This may
explain the interesting finding that among the Latina girls in our sample (as among
the African Americans), there was a negative (though nonsignificant) correlation
between control and depression but a positive (though nonsignificant) correlation
for the Caucasian girls. It is also important to point out that the Latina group was
particularly small; thus, findings with a larger sample may prove to be significant.
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Other forms of parental control may help explain depression among Latina
and Caucausian adolescent girls and contribute to heightened rates of depres-
sion among clinically referred urban adolescent girls, in general. Mothers from
different ethnic backgrounds may exert different types of control to shape their
daughters’ development. One study (Cauceet al., 1996) found that Black moth-
ers allowed for individuality of expression in their daughters but controlled larger
issues like sexuality and safety. Permission for Black girls to express themselves
may be empowering, and restriction of larger issues may help these girls de-
velop effective coping abilities in the face of discrimination, thereby reducing
the likelihood of depression in Black girls. Perhaps, then, our use of the con-
structfirm controldoes not capture the ways in which Caucasian or Latina girls
are often restricted. Another form of parental control (e.g., psychological con-
trol, monitoring, etc.) may be more strongly associated with depression among
girls from other backgrounds. Indeed, psychological control—a covert method
of parental authority that intrudes upon a child’s emotional development—has
been shown to be more strongly linked to adolescent depression and firm control
to externalizing roblems among predominantly Caucasian samples (Barber, 1996;
Barberet al., 1994). Future research on Caucasian and Latina girls should examine
forms of control that address self-expression and individuality in addition to firm
control.

This study provides evidence for the usefulness of including demographic
variables, such as ethnicity, in research related to family factors and adolescent
psychopathology. Nonetheless, limitations of the study design warrant cautious
interpretation of the findings and replication. First, this study included girls only
in the analyses, and though the results were robust and address long neglected
areas of research, these findings may not generalize to adolescent boys. Future
research should examine the relationship between parental control and boys from
different ethnic backgrounds.

Similarly, we did not assess firm control by fathers or male guardians, and the
effects in this study may be specific to mothers or female guardians. Some studies
have found that fathers’ behavior, and not mothers’, is associated with depressive
symptoms in girls (e.g., Avison and McAlpine, 1992; Baron and MacGillivray,
1989) and adolescents in general (Gallimore and Kurdek, 1992), but it is unclear if
this relationship exists for clinically-referred teens. While these data highlight the
importance of studying paternal control in future research, mothers are generally
the primary caregiver and the youth’s relationship with the primary caregiver is
of particular salience with regard to behavioral control. Thus, the current study
focuses on the likely most important adult in the child’s life; one whose use of
control is likely to be particularly meaningful in understanding adolescent psy-
chopathology. This may be especially true for African Americans among whom
many youth live in female-headed households and the matriarch usually has the
greatest power (Brewer, 1995).
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We also relied on self-report measures, which are subject to an array of well-
known biases. However, evidence suggests that the accuracy of perceptions of
parental behavior is less important than the meanings attached to them (Felson
and Zielinski, 1989; Litovsky and Dusek, 1985), and that adolescents are reliable
reporters of their own depression (Kazdin, 1990). Nonetheless, measures of child
rearing and adolescent depression from different reporters (e.g., mothers and ado-
lescents) could be used in analyses to avoid inflated associations caused by shared
error variance. Finally, it is important to note that the direction of the theorized
effects of maternal behavior on girls’ rates of depression cannot be confirmed be-
cause of the cross-sectional nature of the data. It is possible that the opposite is
actually true and that parents adopt a style of control as a function of their adoles-
cents’ behavior. Thus, mothers of African American girls who are withdrawn or
tearful may have a tendency to become more lax in control with their children. In
summary, large-scale longitudinal studies are needed to replicate our findings and
provide more information with regard to whether or not ethnic differences in child
rearing are directly affecting depression among clinically referred urban girls as
well as boys.

This study illustrates the importance of examining the unique effects associ-
ated with ethnicity in child-rearing and adolescent depression and highlights the
need for research on depression among clinically referred urban adolescents girls.
Although most research on the mental health of urban youth of color has examined
externalizing outcomes, the results of our study demonstrate the need to focus on
symptoms more common among adolescent girls. While there is evidence that low
behavioral control is linked to externalizing problems, such as substance abuse and
aggression in youth (Barberet al., 1994; Baumrind, 1991; Loeber and Dishion,
1984), our data indicate that it is also associated with depression among clinically
referred urban African American girls. Continued research in this area may provide
insight into the underlying mechanisms associated with the heightened rates of de-
pression among clinically referred adolescent females (Compaset al., 1997). The
evidence presented here demonstrates the integral role of ethnicity in child-rearing
patterns and in how adolescent girls experience these patterns. The prospect of
more accurately discerning the link between specific socialization environments
and discrete youth problems is heartening, especially in terms of prevention and
intervention of the little understood phenomenon of increased depression among
girls during adolescence.
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