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Abstract

The goal was to understand what representations Italian adolescents have about the dialogue and
the relationship with their parents and with the peer group, as well as to evaluate any differences.
We interviewed 400 Italian adolescents, 200 males and 200 females, aged between 14 and 19
years. The instruments used were an ad hoc questionnaire and a free story. The results show sig-
nificant differences in the communicative/relational support by parents and by the peer group,
especially in relation to the confidences of their personal problems, the choice autonomy and the
behaviors that encourage independence.
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1. Introduction

In adolescence there are changes that affect body, behavior and mind (Palmonari, 2001; Ellis, Del Giudice, Dis-
hion, Figueredo, Gray, Griskevicius, & Wilson, 2012). They are often very strong and sudden for those who ex-
perience and observe them (Cicognani & Zani, 2003; Triyanto, 2014). In fact, adolescence is considered as a
preparation for adult life, a physical and sexual maturation, rebellion against parents, restructuring towards the
past; furthermore, there is a restructuring of the personality and many significant pubertal changes are expe-
rienced, with the help of biological, psychological and even social factors (Vianello, 1999; Sneed, Tan, & Meyer,
2015). The main task of adolescence development is the search for personal identity (Erikson, 1968; Petter, 1999;
Hudley, 2015), favored by the broadening of one’s cognitive horizon and the use of hypothetical-deductive
thinking. Teenagers, in fact, perform a more and more in-depth reflection on themselves, on what they are, why

How to cite this paper: Savarese, G. (2016). The Dialogue and the Relationship with Parents and Friends: A Research on
Italian Adolescents’ Representations. Psychology, 7, 648-654. http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/psych.2016.74066



http://www.scirp.org/journal/psych
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/psych.2016.74066
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/psych.2016.74066
http://www.scirp.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

G. Savarese et al.

they are what they are, and what could be if they were born and raised in a different context or historical mo-
ment (Piaget, 1972; Paus, 2005).

Essential are the results of social relationships with parents and with the peer group. This research precisely
analyses the characteristics of these reports and their relevant communication products.

Literature shows that, during adolescence, it is normal to experience temporary disruptions in relationships
with parents. Communication is a key element within the family relationship, especially when the children are
teenagers. When there is good communication within the family, it is more united and flexible (Cicognani &
Zani, 2003; Clark, 2015; Endang, 2015).

In adolescence there is less and less intimate closeness with parents. This detachment expresses the desire on
behalf of adolescents, more privacy and less exchange of affection. What concerns parents, and mothers in par-
ticular, is being less informed and involved as to what happens to the child. In fact, while in childhood and early
adolescence the people to confide in one’s feelings were the parents, with aging, confidants become friends,
peers and intimate partners. Despite this, communication with the mother continues to be significant, as long as
she is not too intrusive (Cicognani & Zani, 2003; Clark, 2015).

Peers are to teenagers’ fundamental points of support for the realization of autonomy from parents. Adoles-
cents with friends feel that they can obtain advice, ask them for help, and be willing to reciprocate; they can face
with less anxiety and risk the new situations that come their way (Petter, 1999). The comparison with peers al-
lows the development and the satisfaction of personal needs. In social relations with others, the individuals learn
to discuss, to consider different points of view, to mediate between distant positions from each other, etc. They
find opportunities to build their own notions of social justice and opportunities to take on a role that rarely
emerges in the relationship with adults, and that is to be the one who helps, supports and advises (younger
people or at least those in need) (Vianello, 1999; Heerde, Toumbourou, Hemphill, & Olsson, 2015). The greatest
concern for the adolescent is to be accepted and confirmed in their choices, by the group of friends; later this af-
filiation need evolves into the need to belong and adolescents participate in those social situations which give
support to their new self-image. Friendship can be categorized as an adolescent’s natural need (Pietropolli
Charmet, 1997; Hiatt, Laursen, Mooney, & Rubin, 2015). The youngster belonging to a group, considers the
group itself as something of his/her own, a context in which they may have personal ties with others, where they
can get something that would otherwise be unattainable and in which they feel to be important and independent.
Within the group, adolescents compare themselves with others and verify their self-esteem through experiences
both with successful outcomes and failure (Thompson, 1992; Palmonari, 2001). In the relationship with the
friend, in fact, you may even have misunderstandings and disappointments may occur; there can be tension, ri-
valry, jealousy and dislike, perhaps due to the fear of not being accepted by some more influential members.
Experiencing these feelings, however, develops greater resilience and copes with stressful events (Rapini, Far-
mer, Clark, Micka, & Barnett, 1990; Raffaelli, 1997).

The objective of the research is to understand which representations Italian adolescents have related to dialo-
gue and relationship with parents and peer group, as well as to evaluate possible differences.

2. Methodology
2.1. Participants

Research was carried out with two vocational high schools in Campania in Italy. Four hundred adolescents have
participated, 200 males and 200 females, aged between 14 and 19 years.

2.2. Tools

a) A questionnaire (purposely designed, with two multiple answers) about the dialogue with parents and peer
group:

1) What do you discuss with your parents/friends? (cross the answer)

-things you do with friends/parents

-your personal problems

-your problems at school or work

2) Assignascore 1 -5 (1 = atall; 5 = very much) to the following statements:

My parents/friends support me in relation to:

-the changes in my physical aspect
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-feeling in a bad mood

-my experiences with the other gender

-my school experience (performance, difficulties with teachers and classmates)
-my autonomy desires

-friendship reports

-things to believe in, those fundamental for life

-changes | experience within myself

b) A free story about:

-difficulties of adolescence age

-relationship and dialogue with parents and peer group: difficulties and resources

3. Results
3.1. Questionnaire Results

Figure 1 shows that 36% of the participants talk with parents about what they do with friends (answer “a”)
while only 8% talk to friends about what they do in the family; the majority, 43%, claimed to speak, with an
even proportion between family and friends, about work or school problems (answer “c”); finally, the second
statement (“b” your personal problems) was chosen this way: if referred to the family by 21% of the sample, if
referred to the peer group by 50%. The latter figure expresses the discomfort of children to communicate their
personal problems with their parents and, on the contrary, the ease with which they feel more willing to talk
about the same problems with peers.

Figure 2 shows the data related to parental and friends’ support on the basis of proposed statements: 12% be-
lieve that parents are interested in their physical changes and accept them (answer “a”) (against 8% in relation to
friends’ involvement); 14% feel parents close in bad days (answer “b”) (against 11% referred to friends’ close-
ness); 15% chose statement “d” referred to parents (against 11% referred to friends), and this highlights the fact
that parents understand them enough when they struggle in school. Statement “g”, which corresponds to a per-
centage of 14% for parents (compared to 12% for friends), indicates that both parents and friends support, al-
most to the same extent, adolescents in the things they believe; 12% of participants who chose statement “h” re-
ferred to parents (against 14% to friends) makes us understand, because of the low percentage, that fathers and
mothers are often not very close to the boy/girl in his/her inner transformation. Eleven percent chose, with re-
gards to the family, answers “c” (against 12% of friends), “e” (against 22% of friends) and “f” (against 10% of
friends). The latters show that parents have difficulty helping their child to approach the opposite sex, to support
him/her in autonomous initiatives and also in friendships. This does not happen with friends, which mainly en-
courage the desires for the individual’s autonomy (statement “e”), as we understand from 22% which is exactly
twice as much the one chosen by the family to the same statement.

(c)

(b) H friends

M parents

0 10 20 30 40 50

Figure 1. What do you discuss with your parents/friends? (cross the answer) (chi square p > 0.01). (a) Things you do with
friends/parents; (b) Your personal problems; (c) Your problems at school or work.
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Figure 2. Assign a score 1 - 5 (1 = at all; 5 = very much) to the following statements: My parents/friends support me in
relation to... (chi square p > 0.05). (a) The changes in my physical aspect; (b) Feeling in a bad mood; (c) My experiences
with the other gender; (d) My school experience (performance, difficulties with teachers and classmates); (e) My auton-
omy desires; (f) Friendship reports; (g) Things to believe in, those fundamental for life; (h) Changes | experience within my-
self.

3.2. Free Story Results

We have analyzed the participants’ stories with the Content analysis through the “T-Lab 9.1” software and the
Sequence analysis.

The two lemmas with most occurrences, meaning the most used by children, were “friendship” and “need”.

As you can see from Figure 3, “friendship “is seen as a time to grow, very supportive, because friends pro-
vide a shoulder for support. Teenagers who need to keep relations, hope that they are true and can never end.

In Figure 4 the lemma “needs” is associated to the sequence with the terms friendship and call. It seems that
having friends is the greatest need of the adolescents interviewed.

From the analysis of the free narrative, differences by age have emerged between the responses of early ado-
lescence (14 - 16 years) and late adolescence children (17 - 19 years), and by gender, among boys’ and girls’
responses (all with chi square p > 0.05).

3.3. Differences by Age

Early adolescence, in general, is characterized by an increase of conflict with parents. In fact, the children inter-
viewed between 14 and 16 years, compared to the older ones, claimed they would like to be more respected for
their opinions both by parents and friends. The discrepancy in responses between the two age groups considered
could be explained because, in late adolescence, children have passed certain conflicts and are already mature
enough to understand that not everyone can share the same ideas and impressions.

With regard to autonomy, older kids have expressed a greater desire for autonomy, than the younger ones.
Becoming independent is one of the steps of adolescent development, a prerequisite for becoming adults, com-
petent and responsible. Autonomy has a primary importance, because of the many and profound changes that
assail children at different levels: physical, sexual, for the formation of emotional and extra-familial relation-
ships, but also for the social expectations regarding the appropriate attitudes held by adults.

3.4. Differences by Gender

Both with their mothers and girlfriends, girls are more likely to talk about everything related to personal issues
and their intimacy; however males have more difficulty to open up and show their weaknesses on the most inti-
mate aspects of life with both parents and friends, preferring to discuss more futile things or maybe school is-

Sues.
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relationship

-

e true
e, grow,

shoulder

friendship

Figure 3. Sequence analysis of the word “friendship”.

friendship .

call . )

"' needs

Figure 4. Sequence analysis of the word “needs”.

In terms of “desire for autonomy”, the older girls, having received a generally more restrictive and controlled
education than males, ask their parents for more freedom with regard to nights out, curfew hours, attending cer-
tain places. Younger adolescents are in a period characterized by the process of “separation-individuation” in the
sense that they feel the need to separate physically and psychologically from their parents, but, in reality, are not
yet ready to do so, totally without their guide and their support.

4. Discussion

The dialogue is essential for a good relationship between parents and teenagers, although we can often observe a
“physiological” less closeness, intimacy and dialogue of adolescents with their parents. The confidantes become
friends, classmates and intimate partners (Cicognani & Zani, 2003).

A study suggests that good family communication is associated with lack of disagreement between adoles-
cents and parents. They also indicate a positive association between family communication and adolescent self-
esteem, certain aspects of adolescent well-being and type of coping strategy employed (Jackson, Bijstra, Oostra,
& Bosma, 1998). In another study, that have compared interpersonal relationships of adolescents from Canada,
Belgium, and Italy, the family was found to occupy a more central role in the relational world of Italian adoles-
cents, whereas friends were found to occupy a more important place for Canadian youth, but for three countries
there are the importance of friends in the relational life of adolescents, the privileged position of the mother in
the family, and the distant position of the father (Claes, 1998). Negative interactions with mothers were signifi-
cantly related to adolescents’ greater conflict with friends, poorer focus on tasks, and poorer communication
skills (Shomaker & Furman, 2009). However, adolescents’ attributions for their communication problems sig-
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nificantly predicted their satisfaction with parents than the ways they interpret the problems (Vangelisti, 1992).
A support in relationships with parents tended to be related to support in romantic relationships and friendships
(Furman, Simon, Shaffer, & Bouchey, 2002).

Finally, communication patterns based on mutual respect and equality help with parents and friends is impor-
tant to prevent adolescent risks onset (Otten, Harakeh, Vermulst, Van den Eijnden, & Engels, 2007). Italian tee-
nagers surveyed have confirmed what literature tells us about the dialogue and the relationship between par-
ent-adolescent and among the peer group-teenager, although we have not identified a specific study on repre-
sentations adolescents. Our study has identified significant differences in the communicative/relational support
by parents and by the peer group.

5. Conclusion

Teenagers need friends and confide in them much more than they do with their parents, especially with respect
to personal problems.

In their family, adolescents often feel unsupported in their ability to make autonomous choices, and they are
usually unable to make their own experience. The peer group, however, consistently stimulates the adolescent’s
desire to become autonomous and to be independent from the physical, emotional, social and psychological
point of view.
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