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Abstract

The potential importance of depending on others during adolescence in order to establish 

independence in young adulthood was examined across adolescence to emerging adulthood. 

Participants included 184 teens (46% male; 42% non-White), their mothers, best friends, and 

romantic partners, assessed at ages 13–14, 18, 21–22, and 25. Path analyses showed that 

associations were both partner and age specific: markers of independence were predicted by 

participants’ efforts to seek support from mothers at age 13, best friends at 18, and romantic 

partners at 21. Importantly, analyses controlled for support seeking from these partners at other 

ages, as well as for other potentially confounding variables including attachment security, 

scholastic/job competence, and physical attractiveness over time. Moreover, analyses suggested 

the transfer of support seeking behavior from mothers to best friends to romantic partners over 

time based on support given by the previous partner at an earlier age.
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One of the most challenging and emotionally fraught tasks of adolescence is learning to 

establish a balance between dependence and independence within social relationships 

(Allen, Hauser, Bell, & O’Connor, 1994; Grotevant & Cooper, 1985; Hill & Holmbeck, 

1986). During adolescence, teens typically seek to gain independence from parents 

(although this is often replaced by dependency on peers), while nevertheless aiming to 

maintain a positive parent-teen relationship (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986). Similar tensions 

then arise in peer relationships over time and manifest as pressures to avoid an appearance of 

dependency on peers, particularly with respect to peer influence and pressure (Berndt, 

1979). Yet as central as strivings for independence may be to the adolescent, the ability to 

tolerate and even seek a certain degree of appropriate dependence in the short term may be 

crucial to actually achieving long-term independence (Allen & Land, 1999).

Little is known regarding the conditions under which dependence in parent and peer 

relationships during adolescence may be appropriate and helpful for ultimately achieving 

markers of independence in adulthood. This study examined the potential benefits of one 

form of volitional relational dependence – actively asking for help from others – as a 
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predictor of future capacity for independent functioning in adulthood. Ultimately, this study 

sought to examine whether seeking support from specific others at developmentally salient 

times during adolescence, and thus assuming a position of greater dependence on others, 

might in turn predict greater independence in adulthood.

In late adolescence and early adulthood, attaining independence in domains such as 

education, work, financial management, residence, and tasks of daily life is critical to 

achieving full adult status and becoming self-sufficient (Arnett, 2001; Luyckx, Schwartz, 

Goossens, & Pollock, 2008). Attaining independence in these domains has been linked to 

benefits of both personal and societal significance, from greater subjective well being to 

increased compliance with societal norms (Arnett, 2001; Kins & Beyers, 2010). Attaining 

independence from the family of origin also contributes to positive relational outcomes such 

as better family relationships and increased chances of establishing a romantic relationship 

(Seiffge-Krenke, 2010; White & Rogers, 1997). Although adolescents are known for being 

fiercely protective of their independence and eager to establish their self-sufficiency, 

maintaining close relationships with a degree of dependency during adolescence may 

actually confer benefits for promoting greater independence in adulthood. Attachment 

theory posits that in a secure close relationship, the ability to establish healthy dependence 

with an attachment figure facilitates exploration of independence in the larger world 

(Bowlby, 1969/1982). An attachment figure serves as a source of support, help, guidance, 

and comfort during times of need, and knowledge of an attachment figure’s availability to 

provide such care when needed facilitates a willingness to learn and grow apart from the 

attachment figure. This sequence of using others to seek help when needed, and to explore, 

learn, and grow apart from them when it is not, is thought to be a catalyst for healthy adult 

functioning (Bowlby, 1988). Indeed, there is evidence that having an attachment figure that 

is able to meet dependency needs facilitates exploration and independence both in childhood 

and adulthood, with parents and romantic partners typically serving as such attachment 

figures, respectively, during these stages (Bowlby, 1988; Feeney, 2007).

Though much attention has been given to the significance of attachment relationships during 

childhood, and, to a lesser extent, in adulthood, the ways in which different types of 

attachment relationships might become more or less salient facilitators of healthy adult 

independence during adolescence is less well understood. Adolescence is marked by the 

developmentally appropriate emergence of increased interest in the peer group relative to 

parents, first with regard to interest in friendships and later with increased interest in 

romantic relationships. Thus, this developmental period is ideal for examining, a) how 

relying on others for help might contribute to future independence, and, b) how relying on 

different types of relationship partners for help at specific points in development might be 

particularly important for predicting such independence. Focal theory suggests that positive 

adaptation during adolescence is facilitated by focusing attention on different relationships 

at different ages, in part so that the adolescents’ psychological resources for negotiating 

relationships are not depleted by attempts to manage too many issues or relationships at one 

time (Coleman, 1974/1989). Coleman (1974) found empirical support for the focal model by 

finding that attitudes toward specific relationships (e.g., parents, friends, and romantic 

partners) peaked at different times during adolescence. Additional evidence has supported 

the idea of a changing focus and influence of different relationship partners during 
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adolescence. For example, though parents tend to fulfill attachment needs throughout 

adolescence and young adulthood, the positive effects of parental support appear to be 

strongest in early adolescence and weaken across time into early adulthood (Helsen, 

Vollebergh, & Meeus, 2000; Markiewicz, Lawford, Doyle, & Haggart, 2006; Rosenthal & 

Kobak, 2010). This weakening of parental support occurs in the context of teens’ strivings to 

achieve independence from parents as they begin to turn increasingly to peers for support 

during mid- to late adolescence (Allen & Land, 1999; Buhrmester & Furman, 1987; 

Markiewicz et al., 2006; Steinberg & Silk, 2002; von Salisch, 2001). Although no research 

has yet examined the functional implications of actually requesting support from peers 

during adolescence, having peers who provide greater support has been associated with 

greater subjective well being, goal progress, and school success for individuals in later 

adolescence and early adulthood (Koestner, Powers, Carbonneau, Milyavskaya, & Chua, 

2012; Rabaglietti & Ciairano, 2008; Ratelle, Simard, & Guay, 2013). However, during later 

adolescence and early adulthood, romantic partners become more salient as attachment 

figures as compared to friends for many young adults (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Markiewicz et 

al., 2006). Such increased reliance on romantic partners suggests that turning to these 

partners during this stage of development might be more useful for promoting independence 

than to turning to friends or parents. Indeed, there is strong evidence that young adults 

whose romantic partners indicate a willingness and availability to provide them with support 

both report and exhibit greater future independent functioning (Feeney, 2007). Another 

study of young adult dating couples found that specifically seeking support was associated 

with support received (i.e. instrumental support that was sought was provided), suggesting 

that actively seeking support within such relationships may be beneficial for getting one’s 

needs met and fostering positive growth (Collins & Feeney, 2000). However, no study to 

date has examined the potential differential importance of seeking support from parents, 

peers, and romantic partners across adolescence for achieving of markers of independence in 

early adulthood.

As previously mentioned, there is evidence that attachment behaviors are transferred over 

time from parents, to peers, to romantic partners (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Markiewicz et al., 

2006), though the means by which these transfers occur are unclear. As development 

progresses, cumulative continuity theory suggests that learning to depend on parents in 

healthy ways in early adolescence might be predictive of future adaptive outcomes, 

primarily to the extent that this dependence predicts the development of similar capacities to 

rely appropriately upon friends and romantic partners later in development (Roberts & 

Caspi, 2003). Adolescents who depend appropriately upon parents for support might be 

most likely to later experience long-term benefits from learning to do so with peers and 

romantic partners. It is reasonable to suspect that such an appropriate reliance on parents in 

early adolescence might be predicated on parents’ willingness and ability to meet needs 

when called upon to do so; that is, to effectively provide the support they are asked for. 

Although this premise has never been examined across the adolescent to adulthood 

transition, evidence within late adolescence provides indirect support for the notion that 

support from parents may contribute to support processes within relationships with peers and 

romantic partners (Bokhorst, Sumter, & Westenberg, 2010; Inge Seiffge-Krenke, 2003). It is 

unknown, however, whether effective support provided by peers might similarly promote a 
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future willingness to appropriately seek support from romantic partners. Furthermore, 

although the presence of supportive parents, peers, and romantic partners is obviously a 

benefit, previous research has generally failed to examine whether adolescents actively 

seeking such support (as opposed to simply finding themselves in supportive relationships) 

is a critical part of this process.

Present Study and Hypotheses

The present study used longitudinal, multi-method data obtained across a twelve-year span 

to examine the contribution of teens’ support seeking behavior in key relationships to 

markers of long-term independent functioning in young adulthood. Moreover, it sought to 

examine the contributions of support seeking to predictions of independence relative to other 

potentially confounding constructs assessed concurrently during early and late adolescence 

and early adulthood – attachment security, scholastic/job competence, and physical 

attractiveness. These constructs were included because of their documented associations 

with both receiving support from others and characteristics of independent functioning in 

young adulthood. For example, positive attachment with parents and peers has been linked 

to positive educational persistence and attainment and job competence (Fass & Tubman, 

2002), as well as positive social competence, social support, and ego-resiliency in stressful 

contexts (Kobak & Sceery, 1988; Laible, 2007). Scholastic performance during adolescence 

predicts a greater likelihood of attaining of a high school diploma as well as postsecondary 

education, and cognitive ability longitudinally predicts learning, skill acquisition, task 

competence, and income level (Carver, 1990; Judge, Hurst, & Simon, 2009; Gottfredson, 

1997; Ng et al., 2005). Physical attractiveness has been linked to greater educational support 

and attainment and positive job-related outcomes, including occupational success and 

earnings (Hosoda, Stone-Romero, & Coats, 2003; Judge et al., 2009; Langlois et al., 2000; 

Umberson & Hughes, 1987). All three constructs have also been associated with increased 

attention and social and instrumental support from others, which may foster continued 

achievement and success in domains of adult independence (Ceci & Williams, 1997; Kobak 

& Sceery; Langlois, 2000). Including these controls helps strengthen the possibility that any 

links found between support seeking behavior and markers of future independence are not 

simply due to these characteristics.

This study thus hypothesized that more persistent and direct efforts to ask for support from 

mothers, best friends, and romantic partners at developmentally salient points would predict 

markers of teens’ greater independence in young adulthood. Specifically, support-seeking 

behavior with mothers was hypothesized to be most developmentally salient – and thus most 

predictive of outcomes – in early adolescence, whereas support seeking from best friends 

and romantic partners was expected to become more salient (and predictive) in late 

adolescence (for friends) and emerging adulthood (for romantic partners). It was 

hypothesized that support seeking in these contexts and at these times would predict markers 

of independence even after controlling for attachment security, scholastic/job competence, 

and physical attractiveness assessed concurrently with support seeking at each time point.

Finally, it was hypothesized that support given by mothers in early adolescence would 

predict relative increases in teens’ future support seeking from friends in late adolescence, 
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and that support given by friends in late adolescence would in turn predict teens’ relative 

increases in future support seeking from romantic partners in emerging adulthood after 

accounting for continuities in relationship-specific support seeking behavior, supporting the 

idea of the transfer of support processes across relationships during these stages of 

development.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants included 184 youth (86 male, 98 female) and their mothers, best friends, and 

romantic partners, followed longitudinally from age 13 to age 25. Participants were initially 

recruited from the seventh and eighth grades of a public middle school drawing from 

suburban and urban populations in the Southeastern United States. Students were recruited 

via an initial mailing to all parents of students in the school that gave them the opportunity 

to opt out of further contact with the study (N = 298). Only 2% of parents opted out of such 

contact. Families were subsequently contacted by phone, and 63% agreed to participate and 

had an adolescent who was able to participate in the study with a parent and best friend. 

Siblings of target adolescents and students already participating as a target adolescent’s best 

friend were ineligible for participation.

The final study sample of 184 youth was racially/ethnically and socio-economically diverse: 

107 adolescents identified themselves as Caucasian, 53 as African-American, 2 as Hispanic/

Latino, 2 as Asian American, 1 as American Indian, 15 as mixed ethnicity, and 4 as part of 

an “other” minority group. Parents of target adolescents reported a median family income in 

the $40,000–$59,999 range (M = 43,618, SD = 22,420). The sample appeared comparable to 

the overall population of the school from which it was drawn in terms of racial/ethnic 

composition (42% non-white in sample vs. ~ 40% non-white in school) and socio-economic 

status (mean household income = $43,618 in sample vs. $48,000 in the community at large).

Adolescents were first assessed at age 13 (M = 13.36, SD = .65) in 1999 by questionnaire as 

well as in an observed supportive interaction task with their mothers (n = 168) and with their 

self-nominated best, same-gendered friend (n = 179). Adolescents reported knowing their 

best friend for an average of about 4 years (M = 4.15, SD = 3.20) at this time. Adolescents 

returned at age 14 (M= 14.25, SD = .77) to complete the Adult Attachment Interview. At age 

18 (M = 18.30, SD = .99), teens were again interviewed and participated in an observed 

supportive interaction task with their mothers (n = 103) and best friends (n = 161). 

Adolescents reported knowing their best friend for an average of 7 ½ years (M = 7.47, SD = 

4.86) at this time. At age 18 teens were also invited to nominate a romantic partner of at 

least 2 months to be included in the study (N = 97) with whom they were also invited to 

participate in an observed supportive interaction task (n = 61). Although same-gender 

relationships were not excluded from the study, no same-gender relationships were reported 

at this time. Teens reported dating their romantic partner for an average of a little over 1 year 

(M = 14.65 months, SD = 13.59) at this time. At age 21, teens were again interviewed and 

invited to nominate a romantic partner of at least 2 months to be included in the study (N = 

121), with whom they were invited to participate in an observed supportive interaction task 

(n = 88). Adolescents reported dating their romantic partner for an average nearly 2 years (M 
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= 21.78 months, SD = 20.16) at this time. Participants and their close friends returned at age 

22 (M = 22.80, SD = .95) to complete measures related to job/professional experience. At 

age 25, target participants and their mothers were re-assessed.

Adolescents provided informed assent, and their parents provided informed consent before 

each assessment (until participants were old enough to provide informed consent). The same 

assent/consent procedures were used for mothers, best friends, and romantic partners. 

Assessments took place in private offices within a university academic building for about 1–

2 hours. Confidentiality was assured to all study participants and adolescents were told that 

their parents, friends, and romantic partners would not be informed of any of the answers 

they provided (respondents were assessed individually). Participants’ data were protected by 

a Confidentiality Certificate issued by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

which protected information from subpoena by federal, state, and local courts. 

Transportation and childcare were provided if necessary. Adolescents, mothers, best friends, 

and romantic partners were all paid for their participation ($15/person/assessment initially, 

increasing gradually with age to $75/person/assessment later in early adulthood).

Attrition Analyses

Attrition analyses examined response bias based on missing data at the various follow-up 

time points of the study. These analyses first examined response bias based on the presence 

vs. absence of observational data at a subsequent time point. Comparisons of data collected 

at age 13 for participants with and without best friend observational data at age 18 indicated 

no differences on any data collected at age 13–14. Comparisons of data collected at ages 13 

and 18 for participants with and without romantic partner observational data at age 21 

indicated no differences on any variables at age 13–14 or 18. Thus, there were no differences 

for youth on study variables based on whether or not they were able to bring in a friend or 

romantic partner to participate with them in the study.

Analyses next examined response bias for youth with vs. without outcome data at age 25. 

Comparisons of data collected at ages 13–14, 18, and 21–22 for participants with and 

without mother-report data at age 25 indicated that participants with mother-report data at 

age 25 had greater levels of attachment security at age 13, greater observed calls for support 

to their best friends at age 18, were rated as more physically attractive at ages 18 and 21, and 

more likely to be female. Comparisons of data collected at ages 13–14, 18, and 21–22 for 

participants with and without self-report data at age 25 indicated that participants with self-

report data at age 25 were rated as more physically attractive at age 13 and more likely to be 

female.

To best address any potential biases due to attrition in longitudinal analyses, full information 

maximum likelihood (FIML) methods were used with analyses, including all variables that 

were linked to missing data (i.e. where data were not missing completely at random). 

Because these procedures have been found to yield the least biased estimates when all 

available data are used for longitudinal analyses (vs. listwise deletion of missing data; 

Arbuckle, 1996), the entire sample of 184 participants was utilized for analyses evaluating 

calls for support to their mothers and best friends. A substantial proportion of the entire 

sample (n = 133) reported having engaged in a romantic relationship of at least two months 
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by age 21; this sample of 133 participants was utilized for analyses evaluating calls for 

support to romantic partners. These samples thus provide the best possible estimates of 

variances and covariances in measures of interest and were least likely to be biased by 

missing data.

Measures

Support processes—Adolescents participated in an observed Supportive Behavior Task 

(SBT) with their mothers (8-minute task at ages 13 and 18), best friends (6-minute task at 

ages 13, 18, and 21), and romantic partners (6-minute task at ages 18 and 21), during which 

they asked their partner for help with a “problem they were having that they could use some 

advice or support about.” Thus, participants were free to discuss any problem of their 

choosing. These interactions were coded using the Supportive Behavior Coding System 

(Allen et al., 2001) for the constructs listed below. There were 15 coders of support 

processes used across the time of the study (13 females, 2 males; 13 White, 1 African-

American, 1 Hispanic).

Support seeking: Support seeking behaviors reflect teens’ calls for instrumental and 

emotional support from their partner. Behaviors reflecting calls for instrumental support 

included statements of a need for instrumental advice or assistance, including a request for 

information that is helpful to the teen for meeting a specific goal (other than just to know the 

answer). Behaviors reflecting calls for emotional support included expressing strong 

emotion or distress about an emotionally-laden topic, self-disclosure of emotional 

information, and behaviors suggesting emotional relevance (i.e. sad expression or tone, signs 

of anxiety or nervousness) which express emotions in a way that pull for empathy or 

comfort. Higher scores on the support seeking scale are based on greater persistence of the 

call for support throughout the interaction and how important getting help appears to be to 

the teen. Support seeking behavior was coded on a 0 to 4 continuum with half-point 

intervals, with higher scores indicating more persistent and direct calls for support. Interrater 

reliability was calculated using intraclass correlation coefficients. ICCs for support seeking 

with mom (age 13) = .82, (age 18) = .72; with best friend (age 13) = .85, (age 18) = .73, (age 

21) = .83; with romantic partner (age 18) = .90, age (21) = .80.

Support given: Support given by teens’ mothers at age 13 and best friends at age 18 was 

also assessed. Support given reflects instrumental and emotional support given from teens’ 

partners. Behaviors indicative of instrumental support given include recognizing that a 

problem exists, offering plans for how to solve the problem, keeping the conversation 

directed toward a solution, and making a commitment to help find a solution to the problem. 

Emotional support given reflects behaviors such as validation, sympathy, recognizing 

feelings, attempts to emotionally draw the seeker out and understand the emotions, and 

making a commitment to be emotionally available. Higher scores, rated on a 0–4 continuum 

with half-points intervals, are based on the supporter’s persistence in finding a solution and 

seeking information about the problem in order to “tune in” their response to the seeker’s 

needs. Interrater reliability was calculated using intraclass correlation coefficients. ICCs for 

support given from mom (age 13) = .90; from best friend (age 18) = .73.
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Attachment Security—At age 14, the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI), a structured 

interview, and parallel coding system, the Q-sort (George, Kaplan, & Main, 1996; Kobak, 

Cole, Ferenz-Gillies, Fleming, & Gamble, 1993) were used to analyze individuals’ 

descriptions of their childhood relationships with their parents in both abstract terms and 

with specific supporting memories. The interview consisted of 18 questions and lasted an 

average of one hour. Slight adaptations to the adult version were made to make the questions 

more natural and easily understood by an adolescent population (Ward & Carlson, 1995). 

Interviews were audiotaped and transcribed for coding.

The AAI Q-sort (Kobak et al., 1993) was designed to parallel the AAI classification system 

(Main & Goldwyn, 1998) but yield continuous measures of qualities of attachment 

organization. For this system, two raters read a transcript and provided a Q-sort description 

by assigning 100 items into nine categories ranging from most to least characteristic of the 

interview, using a forced distribution. All interviews were blindly rated by at least two raters 

with extensive training in both the Q-sort and the AAI classification system. To establish 

validity, these Q-sorts were then compared with dimensional prototypes for secure strategies, 

preoccupied strategies, and dismissing strategies (see Kobak et al., 1993). The correlation of 

the 100 items of an individual’s Q-sort with each dimension (ranging on an absolute scale 

from – 1.00 to 1.00) was then taken as the participant’s scale score for that dimension. The 

Spearman-Brown reliability for the final security scale score was .82.

Although the system was designed to yield continuous scores, Q-sort scales have previously 

been reduced using an algorithm into classifications that largely agree with the three-

category ratings from the AAI Classification System (Allen, Moore, Kuperminc, & Bell, 

1998; Kobak et al., 1993). This system was designed to yield continuous measures of 

qualities of attachment organization rather than to replicate classifications from the Main 

and Goldwyn (1998) system. Prior work has compared the scores obtained within this lab to 

a subsample (N = 76) of adolescent AAIs that were classified by an independent coder with 

well-established reliability in classifying AAIs. We did this by converting the Q-sort scales 

described above into classifications using an algorithm described by Kobak et al. (1993). 

Using this approach, we obtained an 84% match for security versus insecurity between the 

Q-sort method and the classification method (K = .68). Prior research in adolescent samples 

has also indicated that security is highly stable over a two-year period (i.e., r = .61) (Allen, 

McElhaney, Kuperminc, & Jodl, 2004).

Because the AAI was not repeated in later study waves, attachment security at ages 18 and 

21 was assessed with The Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (Armsden & Greenberg, 

1989). This assessment measures perceptions of adolescents’ relationships with their mother, 

father, and close friend in terms of how well they serve as sources of psychological security. 

The measure consisted of 25 five-point Likert-scale items assessing the degree of trust, 

communication, and alienation (reverse-scored) in each relationship. An overall attachment 

security scale was created by combining the total attachment scores for participants’ mother 

and father (participant reports) and closest friend (friend report). These overall attachment 

security scales demonstrated excellent reliability (α = .96 at age 18; α = .95 at age 21).
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Scholastic/Job Competence—Participants’ best friends rated participants’ scholastic 

competence at age 13 using the Self-Perception Profile for Children, 8 to 13 (Harter, 1985). 

This 4-item measure assesses perceived cognitive competence as applied to schoolwork (α 
= .73). Best friends were asked to choose between two statements and then subsequently 

decide if the chosen statement was “sort of true for my friend” or “really true for my friend”. 

A sample item for scholastic competence at age 13 is: “Some kids feel like they are very 

good at their school work BUT Other kids worry about whether they can do the school work 

assigned to them.” At age 18, participants’ best friends rated participants’ combined 

scholastic and job competence using the Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents, 14 to 19 

(Harter, 1988). In addition to assessing competence as applied to schoolwork, this 4-item 

measure also assesses the extent to which the participant feels that they have job skills, are 

ready to do well at part-time jobs, and is doing well at any job they may have (α = .73). A 

sample item related specifically to job competency is: “Some teenagers feel they do have 

enough skills to do well at a job BUT Other teenagers feel that they don’t have enough skills 

to do well at a job.” Because the Self-Perception Profile was not repeated in emerging 

adulthood, job competence was assessed at the most proximally available age to other 

emerging adult measures, age 22, using the combined positive work performance and 

positive academic/professional ambition scales from the Young Adult Adjustment Scale 

(Capaldi, King, & Wilson, 1992); the 14-item scale demonstrated excellent internal 

consistency (α = .90). Sample items include: “Knows exactly what s/he wants to do in 

school or work” and “How much would you say that s/he works hard?” For all scales, higher 

scores indicate greater positive scholastic/job competency.

Physical Attractiveness—Physical attractiveness in adolescence and emerging 

adulthood was coded using a naïve rater strategy (Kopera, Maier, & Johnson, 1971; Patzer, 

1985) at ages 13, 18, and 21. In a naïve coding system the construct is coded giving no 

specific instruction regarding the construct, but instead asking coders to apply their lay 

understanding of the meaning of the given construct/term. In this case, lay coders were told 

to rate attractiveness based on their own understanding of the common meaning of the term 

‘physical attractiveness’. The coding team (n = 8) was ethnically diverse and included both 

males and females. Coding was based on observation of video recordings of adolescents 

during the first 30 seconds of an interaction task with peers (with sound off, and image of 

the peer obscured). Naïve coding systems attain reliability by compositing ratings from 

multiple raters, and in this case yielded highly reliable ratings at ages 13 (ICC = .85), 18 

(ICC = .87) and 21 (ICC = .90). Higher scores indicate greater perceived attractiveness.

Family Income—Household family income was assessed at age 13. Mothers were asked to 

report their total annual household income before taxes. Possible answers included (1) 

Under $5,000, (2) $5,000–$9,999, (3) $10,000–$14,999, (4) $15,000–$19,999, (5) $20,000–

$29,999, (6) $30,000–$39,999, (7) $40,000–$59,999, (8) $60,000 or more.

Functional independence—At age 25, mothers answered a 7-item questionnaire related 

to their perceptions of their young adults’ independence. Items for this scale were taken 

from the Young Adult Adjustment Scale by Capaldi, King, & Wilson, 1992. Sample items 

included “Is a responsible adult,” “Is able to take care of himself/herself,” “Is financially 
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independent,” “Is happy,” and, “Is successful.” Internal consistency for this scale was 

excellent (Cronbach’s α =.92). Higher scores indicate greater functional independence.

Education level—At age 25, young adults reported about their highest level of completed 

education on a continuum of options: (1) 8th grade or less, (2) some high school, (3) general 

equivalency diploma (GED), (4) high school graduate, (5) associate’s degree, (6) bachelor’s 

degree, (7) some graduate work, (8) post-college degree, with higher scores indicating a 

higher level of completed education.

Employment status—At age 25, young adults reported whether they were currently 

employed (part- or full-time): 1 = yes, 0 = no.

Lives at Home with Parents—At age 25, young adults’ mothers reported whether 

participants lived with them (as opposed to just visiting) at any time during the previous 

year; 1 = lived with parents, 0 = did not live with parents.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Means and standard deviations for all substantive variables are presented in Table 1. Initial 

analyses examined the role of gender and family income in early adolescence on the primary 

measures examined in the study. Given initial findings suggesting relations of gender and 

family income to other variables in the study, gender and family income were included as 

covariates in all analyses. For descriptive purposes, Table 2 presents simple correlations 

among primary constructs examined in the study. These analyses show numerous significant 

correlations between calls for support with hypothesized developmentally salient partners 

and future markers of functional independence, as well as many significant correlations 

between potential confounding variables and markers of independence. These analyses also 

show that many of the indices of independence in adulthood were only modestly correlated 

with one another, suggesting that they provide relatively independent assessments of 

markers of independent functioning in young adulthood.

Primary Analyses

Hypotheses regarding relationships between calls for support during adolescence and 

markers of independent functioning in young adulthood were tested using path analysis in 

Mplus (v. 7.0) with FIML handling of missing data and Monte Carlo Integration (for 

dichotomous outcomes). Three different path models were initially estimated. The first path 

model tested associations between outcome markers of independent functioning and calls for 

support to mothers at age 13, a second model tested associations between outcomes and calls 

for support to best friends at age 18, and a third model tested associations between outcomes 

and calls for support to romantic partners at age 21. All models included gender, household 

income, attachment security, scholastic/job competence, and physical attractiveness. 

Attachment security, scholastic/job competence, and physical attractiveness were assessed in 

each model at the same developmental stage as participants’ call for support from a given 

partner (i.e. potential confounding variables were assessed and included at age 13–14 when 
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examining predictions from calls for support to mothers at age 13, etc.). A final, full path 

model including all variables mentioned above was also tested in order to test the relative 

contributions of calls for support to each specific partner for predicting markers of 

independent functioning.

The hypothesis regarding the potential transfer of calls for support to mothers to best friends 

to romantic partners was examined using a hierarchical regression approach. Analyses were 

designed to assess the extent to which future levels of calls for support with a specific 

partner could be predicted by support given by an earlier developmentally-salient partner 

after controlling for initial levels of participants’ calls for support. The selected analytic 

approach of predicting the future level of a variable, while accounting for predictions from 

initial levels, yields one marker of relative change in that variable, for example, by allowing 

assessment of predictors of future calls for support while accounting for initial levels 

(Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2013). In addition, covarying baseline levels of future 

behaviors eliminates the spurious effect whereby observed predictions are simply a result of 

cross-sectional associations among variables that are stable over time.

Support seeking as a developmentally salient predictor of independent 
functioning from early adolescence to early adulthood—Tables 3–5 show 

significant pathways from teens’ calls for support to their mothers, best friends, and 

romantic partners to markers of independence in young adulthood. More direct and 

persistent calls for support from teens to their mothers at age 13 predicted teens being rated 

as more functionally independent and having achieved a higher level of education at age 25. 

Teens’ calls for support to their best friends at age 18 predicted participants being rated as 

more functionally independent and as being employed full-time at age 25. Finally, teens’ 

calls for support to their romantic partners at age 21 predicted participants being rated as 

more functionally independent and less likely to live with their parents at age 25.

Transfer of support seeking across relationships and developmental periods
—Analyses next examined correlations between calls for support to best friends at age 13 

(M = 3.53, SD = 1.60) and calls for support to best friends at age 18 (M = 3.76, SD = 1.12; r 
= .20, p < .01), and between support given from mothers at age 13 (M = 3.61, SD = 1.79) 

and calls for support to best friends at age 18 (r = .20, p < .01). Hierarchical regression 

analyses presented in Table 6 show that after controlling for gender, income, and calls for 

support to best friends at age 13, there was a significant positive effect of support given from 

mothers at age 13 on calls for support to best friends at age 18. Correlations were also used 

to examine potential bi-directional links between calls for support to romantic partners at 

age 18 (M = 3.75, SD = 1.43) and calls for support to romantic partners at age 21(M = 4.00, 

SD = 1.22; r = .23, p < .01), and between support given from best friends at age 18 (M = 

3.61, SD = 1.79) and calls for support to romantic partners at age 21 (r = .57, p < .001). 

Hierarchical regression analyses presented in Table 7 show that after controlling for gender, 

income, and calls for support to romantic partners at age 18, there was a significant positive 

effect of support given from best friends at age 18 on calls for support to romantic partners 

at age 21.
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Post hoc analyses

Support seeking from alternative partners at alternative developmental 
periods—To examine the potential developmental saliency of calling for support from 

mothers at age 13, best friends at age 18, and romantic partners at age 21 relative to other 

relationship partners at these ages, separate alternative path models were tested with calls for 

support to best friends at age 13, calls for support to mothers and romantic partners at age 

18, and best friends at age 21, respectively, as predictor variables. There were no significant 

associations between calls for support to any of these partners at these respective ages and 

any of the markers of independent functioning at age 25.

A final, full path model including all variables from the models outlined in Tables 3–5, 

support given from mothers at age 13 and from friends at age 18, and the variables described 

in the preceding paragraph, largely maintained the results described above, with the 

exception that the pathway from calls for support to mothers at age 13 was no longer 

predictive of functional independence and calls for support to romantic partners at age 21 

was no longer predictive of living at home with parents (see Figure 1).

Variance explained by calls for support—Significant findings from path models were 

then probed as individual regression equations to determine the additional variance 

explained by each significant call for support variable after controlling for gender and 

income and potential confounding variables. Call for support to mothers at age 13 predicted 

a significant change in the variance explained for functional independence at age 25 (ΔR2 = .

02, p < .05) and education level at age 25 (ΔR2 = .02, p < .05). Call for support to best 

friends at age 18 predicted a significant change in the variance explained for functional 

independence at age 25 (ΔR2 = .05, p < .01) and for current employment at age 25 (ΔR2 = .

05, p < .05). Call for support to romantic partners at age 21 predicted a significant change in 

the variance explained for functional independence at age 25 (ΔR2 = .10, p < .001) but not 

for lives at home with parents at age 25 (ΔR2 = .04, p < .08).

Transfer of support seeking across alternative relationships—Post hoc analyses 

were also conducted to test whether the transfer of support seeking across partners and 

developmental periods would occur in opposite directions (i.e. support from best friends at 

13 to call for support to mothers at 18 and support from romantic partners at 18 to calls for 

support to best friends at 21). However, support given from best friends at age 13 did not 

predict a relative increase in calls for support to mothers at age 18 and support given from 

romantic partners at age 18 did not predict a relative increase in calls for support to best 

friends at age 21.

Discussion

Many youth typically place great value on achieving individualistic markers of adulthood, 

such as becoming independent from parents and attaining the capacity to become a self-

sufficient individual (Arnett, 1998). Though the ultimate achievement of adult status for the 

current generation – from both objective and subjective perspectives – tends to occur in the 

late twenties and early thirties, nearly three-quarters of individuals have attained stable 

employment, achieved financial independence, and moved out of their parents’ home by age 
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thirty (Arnett, 2004; Goldscheider & Goldscheider, 1999). However, the factors that predict 

successful functional independence in adulthood in the years beforehand are less clear. 

Adolescence and emerging adulthood are often characterized as times when youth seek to 

increase their independence from others, and the extent to which youth are successful at 

achieving such independence throughout these periods might on its face appear to be a rather 

obvious potential marker of becoming a functionally independent adult. The results of this 

study suggest some nuance to this potential hypothesis; namely that maintaining appropriate 

levels of dependence on specific types of relationship partners during these years may be a 

key catalyst for helping youth to successfully reach markers of independent functioning. 

That is, a willingness to continue to look to others for help and support throughout 

adolescence and emerging adulthood may be crucial for establishing new levels of 

independence, and who youth turn to when may be equally as important.

This study found that adolescents’ willingness to ask their mothers, best friends, and 

romantic partners for support at different, yet specific, developmentally-appropriate stages of 

adolescence and emerging adulthood predicted a greater likelihood of achieving several 

markers of adult status by age 25. Greater efforts to seek support from parents at age 13, 

from best friends at age 18, and from romantic partners at age 21 each emerged as 

significant predictors of various qualities of future adult independence. Attachment theory 

offers some potential explanations for why these specific partners, at these particular ages, 

might be particularly influential with regard to youth’s development. According to this 

theory, parents are established as attachment figures that provide security and 

companionship in infancy and childhood, and continue to serve as primary figures through 

the beginning of early adolescence. Research suggests that parental support may be more 

influential during early adolescence and relatively less so over time as friends and romantic 

partners begin to fulfill attachment needs (Markiewicz, Lawford, Doyle, & Haggart, 2006). 

This may be in part because of the changing nature of youth’s attachment needs over time. 

During adolesence, focus is heightened with regard to issues that, from the adolescent’s 

perspective, may be more comfortably discussed with peers as compared to parents, such as 

social and romantic concerns (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987). During late adolescence and 

early adulthood, there is typically interest in establishing increased intimacy within 

relationships as well as a desire to fulfill sexual needs, which may be best fulfilled for youth 

by romantic partners. Evidence suggests that romantic relationships become more 

psychologically meaningful for youth relative to friendships, and that the intimacy provided 

by this type of relationship is particulary valuable during emerging adulthood (Meeus, 

Brange, van der Valk, & de Wied, 2007).

Cumulative continuity theory also provides a framework for understanding the results of this 

study. Teens’ more persistent and direct efforts to seek support from their mothers at age 13 

were predictive of them being rated as more functionally independent and as having 

achieved a higher level of education 12 years later at age 25. Cumulative continuity theory 

would suggest that a proclivity of a teen to seek support from their mothers might be an 

interactional style that will lead them to seek support in future relationships (Caspi, Bem, & 

Elder, 1989). It may also be that teens who feel comfortable asking their mothers for help in 

early adolescence, and make efforts to do so, find greater success navigating tasks of 

adolescence that ultimately build upon each other and lead to success in adulthood. Thus, the 
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contingency of perceiving benefits of seeking support may also increase the likelihood that 

youth continue to do so with others. Moreover, post-hoc tests of an alternative model 

revealed that seeking support from best friends at age 13 did not predict any markers of 

independence at age 25. In early adolescence, seeking support from parents may still be in 

adolescents’ best interests, as peers may not necessarily be any more skilled at handling 

problems of adolescence than teens are and thus not prepared to adequately address teens’ 

needs. Indeed, turning to peers prematurely during early adolescence has been associated 

with increased susceptibility to peer pressure and risk for problem behavior (Rosenthal & 

Kobak, 2010). In addition, at this age, seeking help from one’s mother may still seem 

appropriate with regard to peer norms, as the importance of teens’ peer networks for support 

processes is still just starting to emerge (Helsen et al., 2000).

By age 18, however, the developmental significance of seeking support from mothers 

appeared to give way to using peer relationships in this regard. Calls for support to best 

friends at age 18 were predictive of teens being rated as more functionally independent and 

as being currently employed at age 25. It may be that toward the end of adolescence, youth 

feel more comfortable trusting that their peers have endured similar or relevant experiences 

that might be useful for teens to draw from to support them through their own problems. 

Tests of alternative models considering calls for support to mothers and to romantic partners 

at this age did not reveal any significant associations between calls with these partners and 

markers of independence in adulthood. Adolescents may consider parents to be out of touch 

with the nature of their concerns by this age, or may desire to assert independence from 

parents by turning to peers for help instead (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). It is also possible 

that romantic partners are not yet trusted enough as sources of support for adolescents at this 

age, as intimacy needed to facilitate such trust may not develop in such relationships until 

teens are slightly older (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992; Markiewicz et al., 2006).

Calls for support with romantic partners, however, emerged at age 21 as a significant 

predictor of functional independence and living independently of the parental home at age 

25. Tests of an alternative model found that calls for support from best friends at age 21 

were not predictive of any markers of adult status at age 25, reinforcing the notion that 

romantic partners may be particularly salient sources of support at this age. It is possible that 

romantic relationships become more trusted as sources of support by this time relative to 

friends. Participants reported romantic relationships averaging nearly 2 years duration at age 

21, which has been theorized to be about the amount of time needed for a romantic 

relationship to become a more intimate attachment-type relationship, which may facilitate 

support seeking and provision (Fraley & Davis, 1997).

Notably, these predictions from support seeking to markers of independence were significant 

even after controlling for teens’ levels attachment security, scholastic/job competence, and 

physical attractiveness across all time periods examined. Each of these constructs has been 

linked in previous research to a greater provision of help and support from others, as well as 

to outcomes of interest to this study (Ceci & Williams, 1997; Kobak & Sceery; Langlois, 

2000). Thus, controlling for these variables, including their potentially changing nature over 

time, strengthens an interpretation that support seeking behavior, and not one of these related 

factors, is a significant primary predictor of future independent functioning.
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These findings not only suggest a changing salience of supportive partners during 

adolescence and emerging adulthood, but also offer one possibility for how such change may 

occur. It may be that support provided by a developmentally-salient partner at a prior stage 

of adolescence might in some way prepare youth for support seeking behavior with a new 

developmentally-salient partner at a later stage of adolescence. Results provided some 

evidence of this possibility, indicating that support provided by mothers at age 13 was 

predictive of more effortful calls for support to best friends at age 18. Notably, this finding 

was obtained even after accounting for teens’ levels of calls for support to best friends at age 

13, thus suggesting that mothers’ support contributed to a relative increase in calls for 

support to friends over time. Similarly, support provided by best friends at age 18 

significantly predicted more effortful calls for support to romantic partners at age 21 after 

controlling for teens’ calls for support to romantic partners at age 18. This suggests that 

support provided by best friends in late adolescence contributes to a relative increase in 

support seeking behavior with romantic partners in emerging adulthood. It may be that 

receiving higher quality support from mothers at age 13 increases teens’ confidence that 

when they seek support from others they are likely to receive it, making them more likely to 

take risks asking their friends for help in later adolescence. The same process may play out 

with regard to receiving help from peers in later adolescence and becoming more 

comfortable seeking support from romantic partners in emerging adulthood.

Overall, these findings suggest that choosing to depend on others for help during 

adolescence may have significant positive implications for later independent functioning in 

adulthood. Although adolescence is a life stage marked by autonomy development, these 

findings indicate that teens who ultimately attain markers of adult status are not those who 

aim to handle life’s problems completely independently, but rather those who appropriately 

seek help from others during times of need. Moreover, whom teens rely on, and when, seems 

to play a key role in predicting whether or not they will achieve functional independence in 

young adulthood. Findings suggest what may be a normative progression from relying on 

mothers, then friends, then romantic partners for support across adolescence and into 

emerging adulthood, and that support provided by earlier partners may set the stage for 

seeking support from alternative partners in the future.

This study was bolstered by its longitudinal nature and use of multiple methods, including 

observed calls for support with different relationship partners across adolescence, and both 

self- and mother-reports of markers of functional independence in young adulthood. 

Although this study utilized a large number of variables over a long range of time, attrition 

was relatively low. Predictions of calls for support to markers of adult status were found 

even after controlling for potentially confounding variables including attachment security, 

scholastic/job competence, and physical attractiveness, all assessed during the same 

developmental period as teens’ calls for support to each respective type of relationship 

partner. Similarly, predictions of future calls for support from earlier support given were 

found after controlling for earlier calls for support. Although causal pathways cannot be 

demonstrated without experimental methods, findings are consistent with the idea that 

support seeking processes during adolescence and emerging adulthood may be an 

underlying driving process that facilitates functional independence in adulthood.
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Nevertheless, there are several important limitations to keep in mind. As previously 

mentioned, although strengthened by a longitudinal design, the correlational nature of this 

study precludes the confirmation of causal hypotheses regarding the achievement of 

functional independence in young adulthood. Conclusions from this study are based on a 

relatively small sample of youth from the Southeastern United States, and may not be 

representative of the general population. Although we observed the strength and persistence 

of adolescents’ calls for support with various partners, this study did not assess how often 

teens typically turn to specific partners for support at different points during adolescence, 

which may also be a critical variable for predicting future behavior. For example, it may be 

that there is an optimal reliance on others that, when surpassed, signals a type of dependency 

that inhibits independent functioning. This study also did not have information directly 

regarding the perceived quality of the relationships considered, which might be an important 

moderator of effects. Though use of multiple reporters throughout the study might be 

considered a strength, it would have been useful to have additional reporters’ perspectives in 

some instances, such as parents’ perceptions of scholastic/job competence and youths’ 

perceptions of their independence. Moreover, it was not always possible to use the same 

measure for a given construct assessed in the study. This study also did not assess potential 

changes in teens’ functional behavior during adolescence that may develop as a result of 

seeking help from others. That is, it may be that seeking help from others facilitates new 

autonomous experiences in adolescence that continue to build on one another and permit 

youth to develop the skills and confidence necessary to function independently as an adult. 

This study also did not have the opportunity to examine processes prior to adolescence that 

may represent formative experiences for support seeking behavior or functional 

independence. Finally, only one type of support seeking – teens’ willingness to ask for help 

when specifically tasked with doing so – was examined, meaning that additional research 

will be needed to determine if support seeking in alternative contexts yields similar results.

Taken together, these findings suggest the potential importance of considering the 

development of functional independence in young adulthood as a process that involves an 

earlier appropriate dependence on others to achieve. Although results indicated that such 

dependence may take place at several points during adolescence and emerging adulthood 

with different relationship partners, it appears that support provided by earlier 

developmentally-salient relationships may set the stage for support-seeking behaviors with 

subsequent partners. This suggests that individuals who have the greatest success in meeting 

developmental tasks of adulthood may be those who at the outset of adolescence start to 

recognize the benefits of asking others for help and begin doing so, transitioning to different 

types of relationship partners over time to meet this need. Thus, ultimately attaining markers 

of adult status may be a function of learning how to be independent from some individuals 

during different points in development while at the same time learning how to be 

appropriately dependent on others.
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Figure 1. 
Overall path model of associations between support-seeking and support-giving behavior 

during different developmental periods and markers of adult functional independence in 

young adulthood. The model includes attachment, scholastic/job competence, and physical 

attractiveness at each time period, as well as calls for support to best friends at age 13, 

mothers and romantic partners at age 18, and best friends at age 21 (not pictured).
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Table 6

Predicting Relative Change in Calls for Support from Best Friend from Support Given by Mother.

Call for Support to Best Friend (18)

β entry β final ΔR2 R2

Step 1. .06

 Gender .22** .21**

 Income .12 .06

Step 2. .04** .10*

 Call for Support to .20** .17

 Best Friend (13)

Step 3. .02 .12*

 Support Given from .15* .15*

 Mother (13)

Note.

Gender coded as: 1 = males, 2 = females;

*
p ≤ .05,

**
p ≤ .01.
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Table 7

Predicting Relative Change in Calls for Support from Romantic Partner from Support Given by Best Friend.

Call for Support to Romantic Partner (21)

β entry β final ΔR2 R2

Step 1. .01

 Gender .10 .10

 Income −.06 −.12

Step 2. .23* .24

 Call for Support to .45* .12

 Romantic Partner (18)

Step 3. .11** .34*

 Support Given from .51** .51**

 Best Friend (18)

Note. Gender coded as: 1 = males, 2 = females;

*
p ≤ .05,

**
p ≤ .01.
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