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Abstract 
Studies in Europe and North America have shown a strong impact of a nega-
tive parenting style (such as psychological control, separation anxiety and a 
lack of support) on adolescents’ health. Western societies are increasingly 
becoming more ethnically diverse and we need more information about 
these links in the majority world. This overview focuses on the impact of 
cultural factors and parental rearing style on adolescent health including 
studies from all over the world. A universal finding was the strong impact 
of such negative parenting behaviour on depression, anxiety, and body 
complaints on boys and girls in diverse countries of the majority world. The 
impact was stronger for mothers’ parenting than for fathers’ and differed 
with respect to the gender of the child. Girls from step parent families and 
sons from mother-headed family were particularly sensitive to a negative 
parenting style. The universal findings call for joint prevention and interven-
tions approaches. 
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1. Introduction 

Families represent one of the most important developmental contexts for ado-
lescents all over the world. There are marked, culturally-based differences in 
adolescents’ family experiences and parental rearing styles (Georgas, Berry, van 
de Vijver, Kagitcibasi, & Poortinga, 2006). 

The negotiation of adolescent autonomy, a central developmental task for 
adolescents in Western industrialized countries, is not as critically important in 
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Non-Western countries. However, most research has been conducted on immi-
grant families living in Western societies, which place higher values on individu-
alism and egalitarianism in parent-adolescent relationships. Similarly, abundant 
research in Western countries has documented associations between negative 
parenting such as intrusive parenting tactics and controlling parental behaviour 
and adolescent psychopathology. Despite the fact that over 90% of young people 
live in the “majority world” (a term used as alternative to “developing coun-
tries”), the research on parenting and psychopathology of the offspring did not 
capture parent-adolescent relationships from other countries than the US or 
European countries (e.g. the “minority world”).  

In this article, we will provide essential research findings on the links between 
parenting and adolescents’ psychopathology in countries of the majority world. 
As a starting point, we will outline findings on adolescents raised by immigrant 
families. Second, we consider research on adolescent psychopathology from a 
cross-cultural perspective. Third, we integrate both perspectives and present re-
search on parenting and adolescents’ psychopathology in diverse countries from 
the majority world. We focus on internalizing symptoms (such as depression 
and anxiety) and on externalizing symptoms (such as antisocial behaviour and 
delinquency). In addition, we analyse which cultural factors and parental rearing 
styles contribute to the expression of psychological distress via body complaints. 
We suppose that the open expression of distress by symptoms such as depres-
sion or antisocial behaviour is not seen as adequate in every countries and that 
in some cultures, cultural script prescribe amore hidden expression in the form 
of bodily symptoms. Finally, we discuss some consequences for research and 
health policy.  

2. Parenting Adolescents in an Increasingly Diverse World  

Demographic trends reveal increasing diversity within and between families 
in many countries. US families are increasingly multicultural, with European- 
American families constituting only half (65%) of families, and Asian American 
families replacing Latin Americans as the fastest growing US immigrant group 
(Hussong & Jones, 2018). Many of these families are suffering from economic 
hardship (UNICEF, 2014). Moreover, families are themselves increasingly ra-
cially and ethnically diverse, with a strong increase in intermarriages in recent 
years. The increasing rates of immigrant families and high rates of intermarriage 
have been reported also from European countries, where the rate of intermar-
riages has tripled in recent years. Such diversity represents a shift in the socio-
political context navigating by todays’ adolescents and their families, challenging 
how we define the construct of family and the process of parenting. 

In American and European studies, this diversity has been taken into account 
in recent years and many studies have been done comparing different ethnicities 
within one country in their parenting (see, for example, Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 
1999; Kunz & Hanvey, 2000; Masten & Wright, 2010). They demonstrate that 
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within a country, parenting differs enormously, depending on cultural script on 
what is considered the “right” parenting, different socio-economic backgrounds 
and different concepts of what function autonomy has in this process. Most of 
these adolescents construct a bicultural identity (Arnett, 2008). 

3. Parenting an Adolescent and the Window of Vulnerability 

Adolescence is a time of change where adolescents have to cope with many de-
velopmental challenges. They have to address normative developmental tasks 
such as reconceptualization of their identity, forming a mature body concept, 
and investing in extrafamiliar relationships, all of which can be related to an in-
crease of mental health symptoms during this developmental period (Klimstra & 
Denissen, 2017) with long-term implications for the health during emerging 
adulthood. In addition, parent-adolescent relationships undergo a transforma-
tion towards increasing autonomy and independence (Laursen & Collins, 2009), 
resulting in higher levels of parent-adolescent conflicts during mid-adolescence 
(Van Doorn, Branje, & Meeus, 2011). Level of stress and of parent-adolescent 
conflicts are not only linked to current higher symptomatology (Persike & Seif-
fge-Krenke, 2016), but impacts health in emerging adulthood (Salafia & Gondoli, 
2011). Taken together, the adolescent period is as a window of vulnerability for 
developing psychopathology during this developmental phase but has, addition-
ally, a long-term impact on future health. The way parents deal with the adoles-
cents’ increasing need for autonomy contributes substantially to their offspring’s 
health. The negotiation of adolescent autonomy, a central developmental task 
for adolescents in Western industrialized countries, is not as critically important 
in other countries. As well, the importance assigned to adolescent peer culture in 
European and North American countries may not be paralleled in the majority 
world (Brown, Larson, & Saraswathi, 2002). Further, the way parents support or 
control their children may differ across different cultures (McNeely & Barber, 
2010). 

While parenting across cultures may take on different forms and functions 
during adolescence, it is essential to understand how various dimensions of 
parenting promote adolescents’ health and well-being in a cross-cultural context. 
From a cultural psychopathology perspective (Ryder, Yang, & Heine, 2002), it 
seems sensible and necessary to explore different indicator of adolescent health 
and well-being and to analyze their associations with family relations and cul-
ture. 

4. Parent-Child Relationships and Adolescent  
Psychopathology; Findings from Western Countries 

Recent research has identified a number of parenting dimensions that are related 
to adolescent psychopathology. Mainly two fundamental components of par-
enting are put forward: 1) a supportive component, defined by an assortment of 
affective, nurturant, or companionate types of parental behavior, and 2) a con-
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trolling component, defined by a range of regulating, disciplinary behaviors, 
which, in some frameworks, has been further organized by “whether or not the 
regulation is exercised with sensitivity or responsiveness to the self or autonomy 
of the child being controlled” (Barber, Stolz, & Olsen, 2005b: p. 2). Of note, psy-
chological and behavioural control are not describing too much and too little 
control, instead, they are two qualitatively different dimensions. Psychologically 
controlling parents lack the empathic capacities necessary to properly respond to 
their adolescent’s physical, emotional, and psychological needs (Barber, Stolz, 
Olsen, Collins, & Burchinal, 2005a). This intrusive parenting is thought to be 
especially harmful during adolescence, as it often interferes with the adolescent’s 
autonomy development, contributing to greater dependence on parents and so-
cial isolation (Barber & Xia, 2013; Soenens, Vansteenkiste, & Luyten, 2010; 
Soenens et al., 2012). Besides limiting the child’s autonomy, it is the feeling of 
being disrespected what leads to the negative health outcomes of psychological 
control (Barber et al., 2012). In studies with varying methodologies, psychologi-
cal control was consistently related to internalizing problems and sometimes 
with externalizing problems, as well as with conflicts with parents, and adjust-
ment difficulty (Barber et al., 2005c). 

More recently, anxious child rearing practices, partly caused by parents’ sepa-
ration anxiety, has come into the focus: a tendency to provide (too much) pro-
tection (Bradley-Geist & Olson-Buchanan, 2014; Kins et al., 2011). Such hover-
ing parental behaviour has been found in samples in central Europe and in 
North America (Kins et al., 2013; LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011; Segrin, Givertz, 
Swaitkowski, & Montgomery, 2015). Padilla-Walker & Nelson (2012) are pro-
posing that this so called “helicopter parenting” is not an entirely new dimension 
of parenting. Instead, it represents parenting that is high on warmth/support, 
high on control, and low on granting autonomy.  

In a meta-analysis on the relation of parenting and child anxiety, anxiety was 
associated with autonomy-granting and overinvolvement, and to a lesser degree 
with withdrawal and aversiveness (McLeod et al., 2007). Parent’s gender was no 
significant moderator in the analysis. In this meta-analyses, only three of 47 
studies reported having assessed a predominantly non-Caucasian sample (Afri-
can American, Asian, and Latino).  

A meta-analysis on predictors of delinquency reported that the strongest links 
were found for parental monitoring, psychological control, and negative aspects 
of support such as rejection and hostility, accounting for up to 11% of the vari-
ance (Hoeve et al., 2009).  

Parental support may serve as a buffer to enable a healthy development (Bil-
sky et al., 2013; Hazel et al., 2014; Lösel & Farrington, 2012). Consequently, low 
levels of parental behaviour control have been consistently linked to higher ex-
ternalizing problem behaviours (Barber, Stolz, Olsen et al., 2005b; Hoeve et al., 
2009). In a meta-analysis including 45 studies looking at the association of pa-
renting and child depression, parenting accounted for 8% of the variance with 
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parental rejection (in particular parental hostility) being more strongly related to 
depression than parental control (5%) (McLeod et al., 2007). Of the 45 studies, 
only one had a predominantly Latino sample and further five an Asian sample, 
the rest of the studies were based in Western countries.  

5. The Impact of Negative Parenting Practices on Adolescent  
Internalizing and Externalizing Symptoms across  
Different Cultures 

Research in cultural psychopathology (Ryder, Yang, & Heine, 2002; Rescorla et 
al., 2007a) has demonstrated that cultural factors play a role in explaining the 
high variation in experience and expression of psychological distress and theo-
ries of parenting espouse the importance of situating parenting within a broader 
cultural context (e.g. Bornstein, 2012). Although there are studies comparing 
two countries and report, for example, that Chinese parents are more psycho-
logically controlling than American parents (Ng, Pomerantz, & Deng, 2014), 
there have been few empirical studies to examine the links to health and test 
whether the associations between parental behaviours and adolescents’ psycho-
pathology appear similarly in diverse international contexts.  

When analyzing adolescent mental disorders, the magnitude of the problem 
across the globe became apparent. Studies investigating behavioral and emotion-
al problems reported by parents of children aged 6 to 16 in 31 societies reported 
enormous variations in externalizing and internalizing symptoms with low rates 
in Japan and Sweden and high rates in Puerto Rico and Etiopia (Ivanova et al., 
2015; Rescorla et al., 2007b). The findings indicate that parents’ report of ado-
lescent symptomatology were similar in many ways across highly diverse coun-
tries. Nonetheless, effect sizes for country were larger than for age and gender of 
the child. 

Similarly, in a cross-cultural studies on adolescents from eight countries (Ar-
gentina, Germany, France, Pakistan, Peru, Greece, Poland and Turkey), Weitkamp 
& Seiffge-Krenke (2018) found a significant impact of culture when predicting 
adolescents’ symptomatology. Adolescents from Pakistan and Peru reported 
comparably high levels and adolescents from Greece and Turkey reported com-
parably low levels in internalizing symptoms with France, Germany, and Poland 
reporting medium levels in internalizing symptomatology. Adolescents from 
Germany reported the highest levels of externalizing symptoms, compared to 
adolescents from other countries. These findings account for varying life situa-
tions for adolescents in different cultures. In addition, culturally dependent re-
porting styles or varying experience or expression of mental health symptoms 
may have a bearing (Hughes et al. 2006). Further, in the study of Weitkamp & 
Seiffge-Krenke (2018), a very different impact of mothers’ and fathers’ rearing 
style on internalizing and externalizing symptoms of the offspring was found. 
Parental anxious rearing and psychological control was rated as relatively high in 
some countries like Peru and Argentina and, to a lesser degree, in Germany, 
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Poland or Greece. In all eight countries, the effect of mothers anxious rearing 
and psychological control was associated with internalizing symptoms; the im-
pact was less uniform with respect to fathers’ anxious rearing. Overall, parents’ 
psychological control had a more negative impact than parents anxious rearing. 
Further, although parents’ supportive behavior was perceived quite different 
across countries, and seemed higher for mothers than fathers, mothers support 
had no impact, when predicting adolescents’ internalizing symptomatology. 
However, fathers’ supportive behavior served as a buffer in contributing to lower 
levels of externalizing symptoms, a finding noted also in research on delinquen-
cy (Hagan & Foster, 2003). 

Earlier studies also found culture-specific differences in parenting with higher 
levels of parental control in Arab countries, and consequently, an impaired 
health of the offspring (Al-Eissa et al., 2016) with higher rates in depression and 
anxiety (Ijaz & Mahmood, 2009). Higher levels of psychological control were es-
tablished in families of Mexican and Asian youth than in families with adoles-
cents from the US (Barber et al., 2005c; NG et al., 2014; Sher-Censor et al., 2011). 
Conflicting pressures of Korean parents on adolescents to achieve in school and 
to fulfill family obligations have resulted in higher symptomatology in their 
children (Chang 2013). In contrast to this, support by parents build up resiliency 
and reduce psychopathology, for example in adolescents from Uganda (Haroz et 
al., 2013), Korea (Chan, 2013) and Latin America (Welti, 2002). 

6. The Impact of Negative Parenting Practices on  
Adolescents’ Body Complaints across Different Cultures 

Although cultural dimensions have been applied in mental health research with 
a focus on open expression of psychological symptoms (Hodges & Oei, 2007; 
Hoebert et al., 2017; Johnson, 2007; Sheikh & Furnham, 2009), much less is 
known about the more hidden expression of distress via body symptoms.To 
date, not many studies have investigated whether such difficult parenting prac-
tices may contribute to the high rate of body complaints seen in adolescents 
around the globe. Several studies in different countries revealed quite high rates 
of body complaints in non-clinical adolescent samples, for example in the Ger-
man-wide representative Hamburg Health Survey (Barkmann et al., 2011), the 
Great Smoky Mountains Study in the US (Link Egger et al., 1999), and large 
studies on school-based populations in Sweden (Alricsson, Landstad, Romild, & 
Werner, 2006), in Israel (Genizi, Srugo, & Kerem, 2013), in China (Zaroff et al., 
2012), and in Pakistan (Rehna, Hanif, Laila, & Ali, 2016). In these studies, the 
prevalence rates ranged between 31% and 64% during the last three months, 
with higher rates in girls compared to boys.  

In the context of psychological distress, it is suggested that members of 
non-Western cultures are more likely to report bodily symptoms rather than 
purely affective ones (Ma-Kellams, 2014). In some cultures, for example the 
Chinese culture, due to severe social stigma attached to mental health problems, 
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the somatic expression of psychological distress is more acceptable than the ex-
pression of anxiety or depression and also elicits far greater social support 
(Hoebert, Mantel-Teeuwisse, Leufkens, & Van Dijk, 2017). The concept of 
“Western psychologisation” has been suggested to counterpart “Asian somatiza-
tion”.  

Hofstede’s model of cultural dimensions distinguished six dimensions along 
which cultural values can be compared with other cultures: individualism vs. 
collectivism, power distance, indulgence vs. restraint, masculinity vs. femininity, 
uncertainty, and long-term orientation vs. short-term orientation (Hofstede, 
2011; Hofstede, 2015). Where European/Western cultures place more emphasis 
on individualistic goals and value independence, more collectivistic cultures, like 
Middle East and South American cultures, place more emphasis on interde-
pendence. Individual behaviour is guided more by mutual obligations, and strive 
to maintain harmonious relationships with others (Kemmelmeier et al., 2003; 
Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002). In Latino families, it is important to 
raise a child that is “bien educato”, showing respect and obedience for the pur-
pose of harmony (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2008). Cultures vary in the way that it 
is accepted that power is distributed unequally (Hofstede, 2011). In cultures 
scoring particularly high or low on this dimension, young people might experi-
ence controlling parenting behaviours quite differently. Feminine societies place 
greater emphasis on cooperation and quality of life considerations and de-empha- 
size competition and personal success (Johnson, 2007).  

When classifying eight countries involved (Argentina, France, Germany, 
Greece, Pakistan, Peru, Poland, and Turkey) according to the six dimensions 
based on Hofstede (2015), Seiffge-Krenke et al. (2020) found substantial varia-
tion between the countries in each of the six dimensions, with higher variation 
in individualism, but less variation in power distance and masculinity. Although 
the level of body complaints was higher in girls than in boys, the association with 
cultural dimensions was quite similar for both genders. Cultural dimensions 
played an even greater role for boys in explaining variance than in girls, con-
firming results from studies in India (Rao et al., 2013). 

In cultures with a higher pressure on an individual level to achieve, for exam-
ple in Germany, more somatic complaints were reported, whereas in cultures 
that value indulgence (Turkey, Greece, and Argentina), less somatic symptoms 
were reported (Seiffge-Krenke et al., 2020). In cultures under acute external 
stress, youth reported very high body complaints, this was demonstrated for 
youth in Pakistan.  

Across all eight countries, for boys, coming from a single parent family and 
having a working mother was associated with higher rates of body complaints 
(Seiffge-Krenke et al., 2020). Possibly, a son in a mother-headed family, espe-
cially when the mother is working, is more hesitant in openly expression dis-
comfort, loneliness, or conflicts and thus expresses his distress by body com-
plaints, which, possibly, also have a function in getting support and care by his 
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working mothers (see for example Hoebert et al., 2017). In contrast, living in a 
stepfamily was associated with higher body complaints in girls in all eight coun-
tries (Seiffge-Krenke et al., 2020). It seems that daughters feel uncomfortable, 
but do not dare to share openly, but instead “speak with their bodies”. Possibly, 
females stronger emotional control in step-father family may play a role (Sun & 
Lau, 2018).  

Although cultural factors served as the strongest predictor of body complaints 
in adolescents from all eight countries, negative parenting served as second 
strong predictor Parental psychological control (for boys) and intrusive and 
monitoring behaviour by mothers (for girls) was perceived as distressing and 
linked with higher rates of somatic complaints. By contrast, father’s anxious 
monitoring was experienced as positive by daughters, resulting in fewer body 
symptoms, a finding pointing to the different roles, fathers and mothers play 
during adolescence (Cassano et al., 2006). 

7. Conclusion 

The role of negative parenting practices on adolescents’ health, like a lack of 
support and high rates of parental psychological control, has been examined 
with a focus on parenting in Western industrialized countries.While enormous 
variations in externalizing and internalizing symptoms and body complaints 
were found in adolescents around the globe, much less is known about the cul-
tural impact e.g. the contribution cultural factors make up and above perceived 
parental behavior. This overview therefore analysed the ways in which cultural 
factors and parental rearing styles contribute to the expression of psychological 
distress (internalizing and externalizing symptoms and body complaints) in ado-
lescents from different countries around the world.  

Despite varying rates of various parenting style across different cultures, a 
negative impact of anxious rearing and too much psychological and behavioural 
control on the child’s physical or mental health was found. Universal was also 
the detrimental effect of a lack of parental support. Further, the impact of moth-
ers’ and fathers’ rearing style for sons and daughters health differed.Together, 
findings show a cultural generalizability: In most countries, psychological con-
trol as a parenting style was associated with the highest rates of psychological 
and physical complaints. This finding calls for joint prevention and intervention 
in diverse countries. 

Future studies should investigate bidirectional influences, e.g. consider the 
possibility that high levels of symptoms in the offspring may result in more con-
trol both behaviorally and psychologically, in parents (see, for example, Lansford 
et al., 2018). We need more research, as the explanations for cultural differences 
in psychological symptoms and body complaints are complex, including linguis-
tic features of the language, stigma associated with psychiatric conditions (Dre-
her et al., 2017) or differences in emotional expression norms (Ma-Kellams, 
2014), Also we have to consider a different exposure to severe traumatic events 
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for those living in unsafe environments (Garnefski, van Rood, de Roos, & Kraaij, 
2017). An increasing globalization leads to more similarity in parenting and 
symptom expression in middle class families, but there are still families living in 
the margins and growing up in extreme poverty. Future studies should therefore 
analyze the links between parenting and psychopathology in vulnerable popula-
tions in different countries. 
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