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Abstract

Parent-child acculturation discrepancy has been considered a risk factor for child maladjustment.
The current study examined parent—child acculturation discrepancy as an ongoing risk factor for
delinquency, through the mediating pathway of parental knowledge of the child’s daily
experiences relating to contact with deviant peers. Participants were drawn from a longitudinal
project with 4 years between data collection waves: 201 Chinese immigrant families participated
at Wave 1 (123 girls and 78 boys) and 183 families (110 girls and 73 boys) participated at Wave 2.
Based on the absolute difference in acculturation levels (tested separately for Chinese and
American orientations) between adolescents and parents, one parent in each family was assigned
to the “more discrepant” group of parent—child dyads, and the other parent was assigned to the
“less discrepant” group of parent—child dyads. To explore possible within-family variations, the
mediating pathways were tested separately among the more and less discrepant groups. Structural
equation modeling showed that the proposed mediating pathways were significant only among the
more discrepant parent—adolescent dyads in American orientation. Among these dyads, a high
level of parent—child acculturation discrepancy is related to adolescent perceptions of less parental
knowledge, which is related to adolescents having more contact with deviant peers, which in turn
leads to more adolescent delinquency. This mediating pathway is significant concurrently, within
early and middle adolescence, and longitudinally, from early to middle adolescence. These
findings illuminate some of the dynamics in the more culturally discrepant parent—child dyad in a
family and highlight the importance of examining parent—child acculturation discrepancy within
family systems.
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Introduction

Although Asian American adolescents are commonly perceived to be model minorities,
there has been a growing concern about delinquent behaviors in this group. Indeed, studies
have found that Asian American adolescents are at least as likely to engage in delinquency
(e.9., graffiti painting, shoplifting or stealing a car) as their European American counterparts
(Choi and Lahey 2006; Willgerodt and Thompson 2006). The literature on this topic
suggests that Asian American adolescents’ delinquent behaviors are tied to the challenges of
adapting to life in the US, such as dealing with family and peer relationships in potentially
conflicting mainstream and heritage cultures (Le 2002). Thus, it is important to consider the
psychosocial predictors of delinquency, such as acculturation, in order to inform future
intervention efforts.

Acculturation refers to a process through which immigrants gradually adapt their language,
behaviors, beliefs, and/ or values as a result of contact with the mainstream culture (Yoon et
al. 2011). A significant body of work has shown that discrepancy in acculturation levels
between parents and children is a significant risk factor for child maladjustment, as indicated
by decreased academic performance, depression, and delinquency (Costigan and Dokis
2006a; Kim et al. 2009; Unger et al. 2009). Longitudinal research on this link’s underlying
mechanism, however, is limited. Also limited are studies examining within-family variations
in the effects of parent—child acculturation discrepancy on child maladjustment. The present
study explores how parents’ knowledge of children’s daily experiences (as perceived by the
adolescents) and adolescents’ association with deviant peers, two important constructs
related to delinquency, operate sequentially to mediate the relationship between parent—child
acculturation discrepancy and adolescent delinquency in an understudied population of
adolescents in Chinese immigrant families. Within each family, the mediating pathway is
tested separately for two groups of parent—adolescent dyads: those that are more discrepant
in their acculturation levels, and those that are less discrepant.

Parent—Child Acculturation Discrepancy as a Risk Factor for Adolescent Delinquency

Acculturation is a bi-dimensional construct, consisting of orientations toward two cultures,
heritage and mainstream, which are independent from each other (Ryder et al. 2000).
Children of immigrants tend to be more acculturated to the mainstream culture, while
immigrant parents tend to be more oriented toward their heritage culture (Portes and
Rumbaut 1996). Although the alternate scenario occurs with less frequency, some immigrant
parents are more acculturated to the mainstream culture, while their children are more
oriented toward the parents’ heritage culture (e.g., Lau et al. 2005). Regardless of direction,
however, discrepancies in family members’ acculturation levels have been linked to
externalizing behaviors in children, such as substance use in Latino youth (Unger et al.
2009), conduct problems in Mexican youth (Lau et al. 2005), and violence in Asian
American youth (Le and Stockdale 2008). This might be due to the fact that as long as
parents and children have discrepant beliefs, values and behaviors, family functions are
likely to be disrupted. Birman (2006) found that parent—child acculturation discrepancy
leads to family disagreement regardless of the direction of discrepancy. Therefore, although
the current study controls for the direction of discrepancy, any form of acculturation
discrepancy is considered to have a similar effect on adolescent adjustment.
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One limitation of previous studies on this topic is their tendency to rely on concurrent data
and to examine only direct correlational relationships between acculturation discrepancy and
adolescent delinquency. By using longitudinal data, the current study takes into account the
temporal ordering of variables to test the long-term effect of parent—child acculturation
discrepancy on youth delinquency and to explore in greater depth the underlying
mechanisms of this relationship.

Parental Knowledge and Deviant Peers as Potential Mediators

Parent—child acculturation discrepancy in immigrant families disrupts family functioning by
increasing the incidence of miscommunication and misunderstanding (Hwang 2006).
Theories on communication have highlighted the disruptive effect of not sharing beliefs,
values and behaviors; people with divergent points of view can experience difficulty gaining
information from each other (Berger and Calabrese 1975). Similarly, parents and children
who hold culturally discrepant beliefs, values and behaviors may be discouraged from
communicating and interacting effectively. Therefore, adolescents may come to feel that
their parents do not know or understand their daily activities, whereabouts and companions.

The extant literature does not directly examine the link between parent—child acculturation
discrepancy and perceived parental knowledge. However, previous research does provide
some support for such a link. For example, using generational status as a proximal measure
of acculturation, Tasopoulos-Chan et al. (2009) found that second generation Chinese
American youth more frequently avoided discussing their activities with their parents than
did first generation Chinese American youth. In a case study of Chinese immigrant families,
Qin (2006) found that both parents and children report that parents do not know about their
children’s friends and school activities and children do not tell their parents about their
experiences due to the fact that parents and children adhere to the heritage and mainstream
cultures to different degrees. Weaver and Kim’s study (2008) on Chinese American
families, which used parent and adolescent reports of parental knowledge as one of several
indicators of supportive parenting, suggested that a high level of parent—child acculturation
discrepancy may be related to less parental knowledge about children’s whereabouts,
companions, and bedtime. Therefore, it is possible that in families with a high level of
acculturation discrepancy between parents and children, adolescents perceive a lack of
parental knowledge. In addition, within a two-parent immigrant family, the child may
perceive that the parent who is more culturally discrepant knows less about the child’s
activities, whereas the other parent, whose acculturation level more closely matches that of
the child, knows more.

Parental knowledge has been consistently connected to fewer adolescent problem behaviors
because such knowledge reduces the likelihood that the child will affiliate with deviant peers
(for a review, see Crouter and Head 2002). Although this link between parental knowledge
and adolescent delinquency has been demonstrated in the literature, few studies on
immigrant families have examined the factors that set this process in motion. Parent—child
acculturation discrepancy may be an ongoing obstacle for immigrant parents when it comes
to obtaining knowledge about their children, which in turn places adolescents at risk for
affiliating with deviant peers and engaging in delinquent behaviors.

Within-Family Variations on the Hypothesized Model

Studies on parent—child acculturation discrepancy usually sample only one parent within a
family, even though two-parent families are the most common family form in the immigrant
population (Hernandez 2004). Examining the effect of parent—child acculturation
discrepancy without considering the family context may yield inconclusive results, as the
dynamics in each of the parent—child dyads within a family are interdependent (Costigan
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2010; Minuchin 1985). For example, an acculturation discrepancy with one parent may not
influence family functioning if there is a great deal of tension between the child and the
other parent.

Within a family, there are likely to be differences between parents in terms of how similar
their acculturation level is to that of their child. In fact, Costigan and Dokis (2006b) found
that father— and mother—child acculturation discrepancy differed significantly from each
other in both Chinese and American orientations. Thus, the two parent—child dyads within a
family can be categorized as the dyad with a greater acculturation discrepancy versus the
dyad with a smaller acculturation discrepancy. A contrast effect is likely to take place:
acculturation discrepancy in the less discrepant parent—child dyad becomes less important,
whereas acculturation discrepancy in the more discrepant dyad becomes more problematic.
Indeed, literature on social judgment suggests that one’s evaluation of a target is based on its
relative characteristics—that is, in comparison to the reference, whatever the reference
might be (Mussweiler 2003). Therefore, the link between parent—child acculturation
discrepancy and adolescents’ perceptions of lack of parental knowledge may be stronger
among more discrepant parent—child dyads than it is among less discrepant dyads.

Control Variables

Several control variables are theoretically related to the main study variables of parent—child
acculturation discrepancy, perceived parental knowledge, adolescents’ contact with deviant
peers and delinquency. First, the current study controls for family income and parental
education level, as the risks posed by parent—child acculturation discrepancy may be
especially strong in families in which parents have fewer resources (Portes and Rumbaut
1996). Second, parent gender is controlled, as some parent and child characteristics (e.g.,
maternal working hours and children’s temperament) are more consistently related to
paternal knowledge than they are to maternal knowledge (Crouter et al. 1999). Third,
empirical studies have found that second- or later-generation adolescents engage in more
delinquent behaviors than their first-generation counterparts (Choi and Lahey 2006), and
that boys engage in more delinquent behaviors than do girls (Moffitt et al. 2001). In
addition, delinquent behaviors tend to increase from early to middle adolescence (Moffitt
1993). Therefore, the present study also includes adolescents’ generational status, sex and
age as control variables. We also control for the direction of parent—child acculturation
discrepancy and whether the more/less discrepant designation remains the same across
waves.

Present Study

The present study is part of a longitudinal project on Chinese immigrant families. Data were
collected first when children in these families were in their early adolescent years (middle
school), and again when they were in their middle adolescent years (high school). The
current study has two aims. First, we examine the proposed mediating pathways separately
among the more and less discrepant parent—-adolescent dyads. We hypothesize that parent—
child acculturation discrepancy will be related to adolescents perceiving that their parents
know less about their daily experiences. The perception of less parental knowledge will be
associated with adolescents affiliating with more deviant peers, which in turn will be related
to adolescents engaging in more delinquent behaviors. Second, we compare model paths
between more and less discrepant dyads. We hypothesize that model paths may be stronger
for more discrepant dyads than they are for less discrepant dyads.

The conceptual model to be tested is shown in Fig. 1, which depicts both concurrent and
longitudinal paths between model constructs. Concurrent relationships from parent—child
acculturation discrepancies to parental knowledge to adolescent delinquency are tested
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among all Wave 1 variables as well as among all Wave 2 variables (a paths). Data on
deviant peers were collected only at Wave 2, and thus are tested as a Wave 2 construct only.
Auto-regressive influences are controlled through paths of the same constructs across waves
(b paths). In addition, cross-lagged paths are specified for distinct constructs from Wave 1 to
Wave 2 (c paths). Alternative cross-lagged paths (d paths) are also specified to test for a
potential alternative causal direction of the proposed relationships in the model.

Participants were drawn from a two-wave longitudinal study conducted in Northern
California. Immigrant parents in the current study hail from mainland China, Hong Kong
and Taiwan. As the study targets both parents in a family, all families have two foreign-born
parents who are married to one another, both of whom participated in the study. The current
sample consists of 201 families in the first wave and 183 in the second wave. Adolescents
were between 12 and 15 years of age (M= 13.0, SD=0.71) at Wave 1, and 16-19 years of
age (M=17.0, SD=0.72) at Wave 2. Females accounted for 61.2% of the adolescent
sample at Wave 1 and 60.1% at Wave 2. Median family income was in the range of
$30,001-$45,000 at Wave 1 and $45,001-$60,000 at Wave 2. Median education level was
high school graduate for both fathers and mothers across waves.

At Wave 1, participants were recruited from seven middle schools in major metropolitan
areas of Northern California. With the aid of school administrators, Chinese American
students were identified, and all eligible families were sent a letter describing the research
project. Participants received a packet of questionnaires for the mother, father, and target
child in the household. Participants were instructed to complete the questionnaires alone and
not to discuss answers with friends and/or family members. They were also instructed to seal
their questionnaires in the provided envelopes immediately following completion of their
responses. Within approximately 2—3 weeks after sending the questionnaire packet, research
assistants visited each school to collect the completed questionnaires during the students’
lunch periods. Of the 47% of families who agreed to participate, 76% returned surveys.
Approximately 79% of families participating at Wave 1 completed questionnaires at Wave
2. At each wave, the entire family received nominal compensation ($30 at Wave 1 and $50
at Wave 2) for their participation. Questionnaires were prepared in English and Chinese. The
questionnaires were first translated to Chinese and then back-translated to English. Any
inconsistencies with the original English version of the scale were resolved by bilingual/
bicultural research assistants with careful consideration of culturally appropriate meaning of
items.

Attrition analyses were conducted to compare whether demographic variables differed
between families that participated at only one wave and those that participated at both
waves. Only adolescent sex was marginally significantly related to attrition: boys were more
likely to have dropped out than girls (X2 (1) = 3.86, p=.051).

Acculturation—The Vancouver Index of Acculturation follows the bi-dimensional model
of acculturation and was developed for use with Chinese Americans (Ryder et al. 2000).
Using a scale ranging from (1) “strongly disagree” to (5) “strongly agree,” mothers, fathers,
and adolescents responded to 10 questions about their American orientation and 10
questions about their Chinese orientation. Questions asked about a range of generic
behaviors without listing specific traditions or attitudes (e.g., “I often follow Chinese
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cultural traditions™). The American orientation items were the same as the Chinese
orientation items, except that the word “Chinese” was changed to “American.” Only those
items that conformed to the common factor structure across informants and waves were used
(Kim et al. 2009). Across informants and waves, the internal consistency was high for both
orientations (a = .76-.82).

Parental Knowledge—~Parental knowledge was assessed through a measure adapted from
the lowa Youth and Families Project (Ge et al. 1996). Using a scale ranging from (1)
“never” to (5) “always,” adolescents rated three items on parents’ knowledge of adolescents’
daily activities (e.g., “During the day, does your parent know where you are and what you
are doing?”). Across waves, the internal consistency was acceptable (a = .62-.74).

Deviant Peers—Adolescents reported on their association with deviant peers at Wave 2
only, using an abridged 7-item version of a peer deviance measure previously used with
Asian American adolescents (Le and Stockdale 2005). Adolescents rated the proportion of
their close friends who had exhibited problem behaviors (e.g., gone joyriding) during the
past 6 months using a scale ranging from (1) “almost none” to (5) “almost all.” The internal
consistency was high (a = .83).

Delinquent Behaviors—Delinquent behaviors were assessed through measures adapted
from the “rule-breaking behaviors” subscale of the Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach
2001). One additional item, “is part of a gang,” was added. Using a scale ranging from (0)
“not true” to (2) “often true or very true,” adolescents rated their own problem behaviors
during the past 6 months. Two items (“feel guilty after doing something I shouldn’t do” and
“would rather be with older kids than kids my own age”) were dropped from factor analysis
due to low factor loading. The internal consistency was between .57 to .60 across waves.
Given the low levels of delinquent behaviors reported, each delinquent behavior was
dichotomized, such that a score of 0 reflected no delinquent behavior and a score of 1
indicated delinquent behavior, whether occasional or frequent.

Control Variables—Fathers and mothers reported on their family income before taxes and
highest level of education attained. Family income was assessed using a scale ranging from
(1) “below $15,000” to (12) “$165,001 or more.” The highest level of education attained by
parents was assessed using a scale ranging from (1) “no formal schooling” to (9) “finished
graduate degree (e.g., Master’s degree).” Adolescents also reported their age, sex, whether
they were foreign- or US-born and whether their parents were married to one another.

Conceptualizing More/Less Discrepant Parent—Child Dyads

Acculturation scores of adolescents and parents were first standardized. The parent—child
discrepancy score was the absolute value reached by subtracting the standardized parent
score from the standardized adolescent score. The discrepancy scores of the two parent—
adolescent dyads in the same family were then compared with each other. The dyad with a
higher discrepancy score was assigned to the more discrepant group, whereas the dyad with
a lower discrepancy score was assigned to the less discrepant group. These designations
were done separately for each wave and separately for Chinese and American orientations.
For the entire sample, there were slightly more father-adolescent dyads (50.8-54.2%) than
mother—adolescent dyads (49.2-45.8%) placed in the more discrepant group for all the
designations. This issue was addressed by controlling for parent gender as a covariate in the
following analyses.
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Results

Analyses Plan

Data analyses proceeded in three steps. First, we conducted descriptive and correlational
analyses for model constructs and control variables. Second, we tested our first hypothesis
on the mediating pathway separately among more and less discrepant groups using structural
equation modeling. We examined the hypothesized paths depicted in Fig. 1 and the indirect
effects from parent—child acculturation discrepancy to adolescent delinquency. Third, we
tested our second hypothesis on the difference between more and less discrepant groups. We
conducted invariance tests to compare the strength of the model parameters for more and
less discrepant dyads. All the steps were conducted separately for Chinese and American
orientations.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlational Analyses Among Model Constructs

Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics for the raw scores from participants’ original
reports. Tables 2 and 3 display the descriptive statistics and correlations among the study
variables for models involving Chinese and American orientations, respectively. Consistent
with the hypotheses, concurrent relationships and auto-regressive relationships between
model constructs are generally significant. One notable exception is that parent—child
acculturation discrepancy is significantly correlated with parental knowledge only among
the more discrepant parent-adolescent dyads in American orientation. In addition, only two
cross-lagged relationships are significant among the more discrepant parent—adolescent
dyads in American orientation: a high level of parent—child acculturation discrepancy at
Wave 1 is related to compromised parental knowledge at Wave 2, and a high level of
parental knowledge at Wave 1 is significantly related to less contact with deviant peers at
Wave 2. A potential alternative cross-lagged relationship emerged (Path d3 in Fig. 1), as
adolescent delinquency at Wave 1 is significantly related to deviant peers at Wave 2 for both
Chinese and American orientations. This is the only alternative path included in the analyses
of the hypothesized models described below.

Analyses of Hypothesized Models

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was used to examine the hypothesized model using
Mplus 6.11 (Muthen and Muthen 2011). Both concurrent and longitudinal links, as well as
direct and indirect effects among the model constructs, were tested simultaneously. Mplus
uses the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation method to handle missing
data, so that all the available data can be used to estimate model parameters (Muthen and
Muthen 2011).

Four separate models were tested, separately for more and less discrepant parent-adolescent
dyads, for both Chinese and American orientations. For all models, the endogenous variable
was adolescent delinquent behaviors, and the mediating variables were parental knowledge
and deviant peers. Adolescents’ age, sex, and place of birth, as well as family income,
parental educational level, the direction of the parent—child acculturation discrepancy, and
whether the assignment to the more or less discrepant group switched from Waves 1 to 2,
were included in all models as covariates.

The model fits are displayed in the last set of rows in Table 4. The four models showed a
fair to good fit to the data. Each model explained 9.2-15.9% of the variance in Wave 1
adolescent delinquency, and 43.5-47.7% of the variance in Wave 2 adolescent delinquency.

The coefficients and confidence intervals for our hypothesized paths are also shown in the
first set of rows in Table 4. All the hypothesized concurrent relationships among parent—
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child acculturation discrepancies, perceived parental knowledge, adolescents’ contact with
deviant peers and adolescent delinquency (a paths) are significant in the models for more
discrepant dyads in American orientation. In contrast, parent—child acculturation
discrepancy is not significantly related to less parental knowledge (Paths al and a3) in the
models for less discrepant dyads in Chinese or American orientation, nor for more
discrepant dyads in Chinese orientation. Auto-regressive influences are generally significant
for parent—child acculturation discrepancy and parental knowledge (Paths b1 and b2).
However, with the exception of Model 4, the auto-regressive influence of adolescent
delinquency (Path b3) is not significant. In addition, with the exception of the significant
relationship between W1 delinquency and W2 deviant peer association (Path d3 in all four
models), none of the other cross-lagged paths is significant.

Indirect effects are shown in the second set of rows in Table 4. Concerning our first
hypothesis, on mediating effects, only the models for more discrepant parent—adolescent
dyads in American orientation yielded significant indirect effects from parent—child
acculturation discrepancy to adolescent delinquency. Concurrently, the effect of parent—
adolescent acculturation discrepancy on adolescent delinquency was mediated by parental
knowledge at Wave 1 (Pathway 1), and by both parental knowledge and contact with deviant
peers at Wave 2 (Pathway 2). Longitudinally, the indirect effect of parent—adolescent
acculturation discrepancy at Wave 1 on adolescent delinquency at Wave 2 was significant
via two pathways. The first pathway was via parental knowledge at both waves and contact
with deviant peers at Wave 2 (Pathway 3). The second was via parental knowledge at Wave
1, adolescent delinquency at Wave 1, and contact with deviant peers at Wave 2 (Pathway 4).

Comparing Models for More and Less Discrepant Parent—-Adolescent Dyads

Concerning our second hypothesis, on the difference between more and less discrepant
parent—child dyads, invariance tests were used to determine whether the model paths (Paths
a, b, c and d3) were significantly different between the two groups; these were conducted
separately for American and Chinese orientations. For each orientation, data for more and
less discrepant dyads were modeled within the same covariance matrix to account for
within-family dependence (Benner and Kim 2009). A model was first fitted allowing all
structural paths to be freely estimated between more and less discrepant dyads. Individual
paths of the structural model were then constrained, one at a time, to determine if they were
significantly different across groups. The Chi-square test was used to determine whether a
more constrained model fitted the data significantly worse than a less constrained one.

For American orientation only, invariance tests showed that three paths are stronger in the
model for more discrepant parent-adolescent dyads than in the model for less discrepant
dyads: the path from parent—child acculturation discrepancy to parental knowledge at Wave
1 (Path al, Xz(l) =4.47, p< .05), the path from parental knowledge to adolescent
delinquency at Wave 1 (Path a2, Xz(l) =5.68, p<.05), and the path from parental
knowledge to contact with deviant peers at Wave 2 (Path a4, Xz(l) =7.25, p<.01).

Discussion

Parent—child acculturation discrepancy has mostly been studied using cross-sectional data
from the adolescent and just one parent in the family, usually the mother (Costigan 2010).
The current study used longitudinal data to examine parent—child acculturation discrepancy
as an ongoing risk factor for adolescent delinquency, and explored possible variations of this
effect between more and less discrepant parent-adolescent dyads in terms of how their
different acculturation levels might affect the functions within each family group. The
mediating mechanism of this relationship was examined both concurrently and
longitudinally. For more discrepant parent—-adolescent dyads in American orientation, the
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relationship between parent—child acculturation discrepancy and adolescent delinquency is
mediated by adolescents’ perception of parental knowledge and contact with deviant peers,
both concurrently and longitudinally.

In the current study, parent—child discrepancies in American orientation, but not Chinese
orientation, are indirectly related to adolescent delinquency. The extant literature has been
inconsistent on the question of whether orientations towards the mainstream and heritage
cultures influence delinquent behaviors in adolescents from immigrant families. For
example, Le and Stockdale (2005) found that Asian American adolescents’ endorsement of
both orientations was related to their delinquent behaviors. In comparison, Juang and
Nguyen (2009) found that adolescents’ misconduct (i.e., damaging school property,
threatening a teacher or hurting a classmate) was not significantly related to orientations
towards either American or Chinese culture, but instead to specific cultural values (i.e.,
autonomy expectations). This finding suggests that the effects of acculturation-related
factors on adolescent adjustment may vary according to the specific area being examined. It
is possible that only a parent—child discrepancy in American orientation affects adolescent
delinquency through the mediating pathway of parental knowledge and contact with deviant
peers, whereas a discrepancy in Chinese orientation affects adolescent adjustment through
other mediating mechanisms. This possibility seems especially likely considering that the
construct measured in the current study—namely, parental knowledge about children’s daily
experiences—is more likely to be associated with the mainstream culture than with the
heritage culture. Future studies are needed to explore whether and how parent—child
discrepancy in Chinese orientation may be related to adolescent delinquency in Chinese
immigrant families.

The existing literature considers lack of parental knowledge, especially adolescents’
perceptions that their parents lack knowledge, to be a risk factor for adolescent delinquency
(Crouter and Head 2002). The current study adds to this literature by identifying parent—
child acculturation discrepancy as one possible origin of this particular risk factor in
immigrant families. Further, this link between parent—child acculturation discrepancy and
parental knowledge may take different forms, depending on the various dynamics operating
within a given family. In our study, we compared the more and less discrepant parent—
adolescent dyads within each family. Generally, the parent who is more discrepant from the
child in orientation towards the mainstream culture presents more of a risk factor than does
the less discrepant parent. Only among dyads in the more discrepant group is parent—child
acculturation discrepancy related to deterioration in adolescents’ perceptions of parental
knowledge, which in turn is linked to more adolescent delinquency. Studies have found that
parental knowledge comes from different sources, such as parents’ active surveillance and
adolescents’ voluntary disclosures (Stattin and Kerr 2000). Studies measuring perceived
parental knowledge (Soenens et al. 2006) also support this notion. It is possible that both
processes, surveillance and disclosure, are compromised for the more discrepant parent—
child dyad. In comparison, the less discrepant parent may assume more responsibility for
actively tracking the child’s activities, because he or she relates to the child better. For their
part, adolescents may be more willing to share their daily experiences with their less
discrepant parent, as they may feel that this parent understands them.

An interesting finding in the current study is that adolescent delinquency in early
adolescence is consistently related to contact with deviant peers in middle adolescence, but
not as consistently to delinquency in middle adolescence. In fact, contact with deviant peers
during middle adolescence seems to bridge delinquency in early and middle adolescence.
This result suggests that it may be ideal to time an intervention for reducing delinquency
before early adolescence, when it may be most effective at reducing the long-term
consequences of problem behaviors. Early onset of delinquent behaviors is a sign of a life-
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course-persistent pattern, whereas adolescence-limited delinquent behaviors are more likely
to exist only in middle adolescence (Moffitt 1993). As the life-course-persistent pattern of
delinquency clearly poses more of a developmental risk, it is important to develop early
intervention programs aimed at preventing this persistent pattern from developing.

The current study demonstrates that acculturation discrepancy in parent—child dyads is
implicated in child maladjustment. Moreover, it suggests that the parent who is more
discrepant poses the greater risk to child outcomes. Intervention programs usually target
mothers, or whichever parent in a family signs up for the program (Ying 1999). However,
this may not be a good strategy if the participating parent happens to be the less discrepant
parent in the family. Rather, it may be more fruitful for future interventions to use a baseline
measure to identify and target the parent whose acculturation level is more discrepant from
that of the child.

The current study also identifies parental knowledge as a proximal mediator of the
relationship between parent—child discrepancy in American orientation and adolescent
delinquency. A lack of shared values, beliefs and activities may create misunderstanding and
precipitate disagreements among family members. Intervention programs need to facilitate
effective communication by providing approaches such as active monitoring and
encouraging adolescents’ disclosure.

There are some limitations of the current study. First, families in which only one parent
participated, including all single-parent families in the project, were not included in the
sample. Thus, our findings may not be applicable to those families. In a similar vein, given
the low participation rate, future studies with different samples are needed to examine
whether the current findings can be replicated. Second, there are few significant cross-
lagged relationships between study variables. This lack of significance may be attributed to
the gap of 4 years that occurred between data collection waves. Third, although the direction
of parent—child acculturation discrepancy was included as a covariate, the current study
could not compare model parameters between families with different discrepancy directions.
Future studies with larger sample sizes are needed to examine whether the direction of the
parent—child acculturation discrepancy has an effect on how it impacts child adjustment.
Finally, the current study assumes that a high level of parental knowledge and a low level of
adolescent delinquency are adaptive. It is possible, however, that an extremely high level of
parental knowledge indicates an overly controlling parenting style, and an extremely low
level of adolescent delinquency indicates poor peer relationships, both of which are
indicators of adolescent maladjustment. Future studies are needed to examine how various
levels of parental knowledge and adolescent delinquency are related to adolescents’ long-
term developmental outcomes.

Conclusion

The current study explored the possible mediating mechanism of the relationship between
parent—child acculturation discrepancy and adolescent delinquency, and compared the
mediating pathways between more and less discrepant parent—adolescent dyads in Chinese
immigrant families. For parent-adolescent dyads more discrepant in American orientation,
acculturation discrepancy in early adolescence is an ongoing risk factor for adolescents’
engagement in delinquent behaviors, in both early and middle adolescence. These results
suggest that future intervention programs need to include the parent whose acculturation
level is more discrepant from that of the child. Facilitating better communication between
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parents and children, thereby increasing parental knowledge during early adolescence, may
be the most promising strategy for interventions aiming to reduce adolescents’ affiliation
with deviant peers and subsequent engagement in delinquent behaviors.
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Conceptual longitudinal model linking parent—child acculturation discrepancy, parental
knowledge, deviant peers, and adolescent delinquency in Chinese immigrant families. a
paths. concurrent relationships between model constructs within Wave 1 or Wave 2; b paths.
auto-regressive relationships between the same constructs across Wave 1 and Wave 2; ¢
paths. cross-lagged relationships between distinct constructs from Wave 1 to Wave 2; o
paths. alternative cross-lagged relationships between distinct constructs from Wave 1 to

Wave 2
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