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ABSTRACT

Using data from the 1990 Survey of Children and Parents, we explored direct
and indirect associations between neighborhood conditions and adolescents’
well-being. Analyses of data from 348 parents and their 14- to 17-year-old
children indicated that neighborhood characteristics were directly related to
adolescent outcomes (i.e., psychological adjustment and school problems). Sec-
ond, parenting behaviors and peer characteristics significantly mediated this
association. Third, the relative adaptiveness of parenting behaviors and peer
attributes was contingent on neighborhood characteristics. Finally, neighbor-
hood, parenting, and peer variables each had a unique contribution to adoles-
cent outcomes; thus, stress across these domains was additive and posed
cumulative risk for adolescents’ well-being.

Although it is widely accepted that child development is shaped by
many factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), relatively little research has ex-
plored the ways in which forces outside of adolescents’ immediate environ-
ments influence their well-being. One important potential determinant
of child outcomes that only recently has been the subject of study is the
neighborhood.

Neighborhoods, characterized by differing levels of economic advan-
tage, opportunity, resources, social cohesion, and safety, have a dra-
matically wide range of effects on adolescents’ lives (Pinderhughes,
Nix, Foster, Jones, & Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group,
2001; Sampson, 2001). However, the precise mechanism of this influ-
ence remains less than clear (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). In
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this study, we investigated how and when neighborhoods relate to
adolescents’ psychological adjustment and problems at school. In addi-
tion to verifying the direct association between these constructs, we
explored mediated, moderated, and cumulative relations among neigh-
borhood characteristics, parenting behaviors, peer characteristics, and
adolescent outcomes.

Direct Relations Between Neighborhoods and Adolescent Outcomes

Neighborhood characteristics can directly influence adolescent de-
velopment in different ways (Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Wilson, 1987).
For instance, neighborhoods differ in terms of the availability of well-
equipped schools and community services that promote child develop-
ment. Similarly, neighborhoods vary in terms of the presence of resi-
dents who serve as role models and collectively socialize and monitor
the children in their communities. Furthermore, neighborhood condi-
tions, such as the amount of institutional resources and job opportuni-
ties, may influence residents’ attitudes and behaviors as well as child
outcomes. Adolescents living in neighborhoods in which most residents
are poor, have little education, and have difficulty obtaining jobs may
adopt the view that they have little control over their lives and a poor
chance of success (cf. Wilson, 1991).

Researchers have documented direct relations between neighbor-
hood characteristics and adolescents’ academic success that persist
after controlling for family socioeconomic status (SES). For instance,
neighborhood SES has been associated with adolescents’ performance
on standardized tests (Halpern-Felsher et al.,, 1997), school grades
(Dornbusch, Ritter, & Steinberg, 1991), and high school graduation
rates (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, & Sealand, 1993; Duncan,
1994). In addition, neighborhood qualities are directly associated with
adolescents’ behavioral and emotional adjustment. Neighborhood SES
and community disadvantage have been related to adolescent aggres-
sion and conduct disorder (Aneshensel & Sucoff, 1996) as well as delin-
quent and risky behaviors (Kalil & Eccles, 1998).

Indirect Relations Between Neighborhoods and Adolescent Outcomes
Alternatively, neighborhood dimensions may be conceptualized as
distal variables that act through more immediate and proximal forces
in adolescents’ everyday lives (Baldwin, Baldwin, & Cole, 1990). The
argument for such indirect relations is supported by ecological theory,
which asserts that child development is shaped by different levels of
environmental influence (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). These environmental
forces include microsystemic factors, or the moment-by-moment inter-
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actions that children and adolescents experience with significant peo-
ple in their lives (e.g., parents, friends, and teachers). Ecological theory
also suggests that child development is affected by more overarching
exosystemic and macrosystemic factors, such as parental employment
or neighborhood SES. These different ecological systems each contrib-
ute to child development; they are also interrelated and affect each
other in a reciprocal and dynamic manner.

In terms germane to the present investigation, ecological theory sug-
gests that neighborhood characteristics will have direct and unique
relations with adolescent outcomes when more proximal factors are
considered. Importantly, ecological theory further posits that neighbor-
hoods will be indirectly associated with adolescents’ academic success
and psychological adjustment through proximal variables, such as par-
enting and peer relations. In addition to direct relations, neighbor-
hoods may be related to adolescent outcomes through mediated,
moderated, and additive pathways.

Parenting styles as a mediator. Neighborhoods may ultimately in-
fluence adolescent development by first affecting parenting behaviors.
More specifically, parents’ caregiving priorities will likely be informed
by the demands and challenges of the communities in which they live.
For instance, parents who live in high-crime neighborhoods are gener-
ally more restrictive and controlling than parents who reside in safer
communities (Baldwin et al., 1990). Parents in such low-resource
neighborhoods are more apt to warn their adolescents about commu-
nity dangers, encourage them to remain home, and restrict their auton-
omy as means of protection (Furstenberg, Cook, Eccles, Elder, &
Sameroff, 1999). Furthermore, the stresses associated with living in a
high-risk neighborhood may erode parents’ well-being and undermine
their parenting sensitivity. For example, Simons, Johnson, Conger,
and Lorenz (1997) documented that divorced mothers who lived in
disorganized communities tended to display low levels of monitoring,
warmth, reasoning, empathy, and communication toward their adoles-
cents. Simons and colleagues also demonstrated that parenting quality
mediated the relation between community disadvantage and both con-
duct problems and psychological distress for adolescent boys (Simons,
Johnson, Beaman, Conger, & Whitbeck, 1996).

In turn, parenting behavior has been related to a wide range of
social, emotional, and educational outcomes for children and adoles-
cents. Most research in this area has underscored the importance of
authoritative parenting, or the coupling of parental warmth and age-
appropriate control (Baumrind, 1991). Longitudinal analyses indicate
that authoritative parenting leads to better adolescent performance in
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school (Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, & Darling, 1992). In particu-
lar, parental involvement and autonomy-granting are associated with
adolescents’ psychological well-being, whereas parental limit-setting
and monitoring are related to behavior problems (Gray & Steinberg,
1999; Lamborn, Mounts, Steinberg, & Dornbusch, 1991). The benefits
of authoritative parenting have been documented for adolescents who
differ in terms of ethnicity, SES, and family structure (Steinberg,
Mounts, Lamborn, & Dornbusch, 1991).

Peer characteristics as a mediator. Peer affiliations may also mediate
the relation between neighborhood traits and adolescent outcomes.
Specifically, adolescents who reside in disadvantaged neighborhoods
are at greater risk of affiliating with peers who exhibit deviant behav-
ior, such as damaging property, stealing, or skipping school (Brody et
al., 2001). Adolescents’ peer-related stress also varies as a function
of their neighborhood (Allison et al., 1999). Given that neighborhood
distress is directly related to adolescents’ socioemotional and psycho-
logical functioning, living in a high-risk community increases the prob-
ability that a particular adolescent would be exposed to nonnormative
peers (Quane & Rankin, 1998).

Peer deviance, in turn, has been associated with adolescents’ well-
being. Friends influence adolescents in both positive and negative ways
and contribute to both prosocial and antisocial behaviors (Berndt &
Keefe, 1995). In terms of problem behavior, the quality of adolescents’
peer relationships has been related to adolescent psychopathology, de-
linquency, and self-defeating behavior (Windle, 1994). Simons et al.
(1996) tested this mediated model and found that deviant peers medi-
ated the relation between neighborhood characteristics and adolescent
conduct problems. However, the precise pattern of significant relations
differed as a function of adolescents’ gender.

Neighborhood characteristics as a moderator. In mediated models,
neighborhood characteristics are presumed to influence more proximal
variables, which consequently shape child development. Alternatively,
neighborhood characteristics may moderate the relation between such
proximal factors and adolescent outcomes. That is, the community set-
ting may differentially determine whether particular parenting behav-
iors and peer traits are associated with favorable adolescent outcomes.

For instance, Baldwin et al. (1990) not only found that parents who
resided in high-risk neighborhoods were more restrictive than parents
living in low-risk communities, but also reported that parental restric-
tiveness had different associations with cognitive development de-
pending on the level of community risk. More specifically, restrictiveness

124



facilitated adolescents’ intellectual achievement in high-crime neighbor-
hoods but was counterproductive in this regard for families living in safer
communities.

Similarly, Gonzales, Cauce, Friedman, and Mason (1996) reported
that neighborhood risk moderated the effects of maternal restrictive
control on African American adolescents’ grades. In addition, peer in-
fluences on adolescents’ school performance varied as a function of the
neighborhood in which families lived. Adolescents’ attachment to their
peers was significantly and positively related to grades in low-risk
neighborhoods, but did not predict school achievement in higher risk
neighborhoods.

Recently, neighborhood safety has been shown to moderate the rela-
tion between both parenting and peer traits and adolescents’ psycho-
logical adjustment. Pettit, Bates, Dodge, and Meece (1999) reported
that 12- and 13-year-olds who lived in unsafe neighborhoods, had
greater amounts of unsupervised peer contact, and whose mothers dis-
played low levels of monitoring were at greatest risk of experiencing
externalizing disorders. There were significant main effects as well as
significant interactions in predicting oppositional behavior.

Additive relations among predictor variables. Ecological theory em-
phasizes that child outcomes are shaped by both proximal and distal
factors, and that variables in the macrosystem, exosystem, and micro-
system influence each other in a reciprocal, dynamic manner (Bronfen-
brenner, 1979). This assertion suggests that adolescent outcomes are
multiply determined, and resilience in one domain may attenuate the
effects of stresses experienced in other areas.

Evidence supports the notion that environmental risk aggregates
such that stress experienced across different domains is associated
with parenting sensitivity (Meyers, 1999; Woodworth, Belsky, & Crnic,
1996), quality of the home environment (Hannan & Luster, 1991), child
attachment (Belsky, 1996), and child intelligence (Sameroff, Seifer,
Baldwin, & Baldwin, 1993). This analytic approach is important be-
cause the number, rather than the kind, of environmental risk factors
is strongly associated with child well-being (e.g., Sameroff et al., 1993).
Most germane to the present investigation, Sameroff, Bartko, Baldwin,
Baldwin, and Seifer (1998) documented that the number of risks accu-
mulated across six ecological levels (i.e., family process, parent charac-
teristics, family structure, family management of the community,
peers, and community) related to 11- to 14-year-olds’ psychological
adjustment, self-competence, problem behavior, activity involvement,
and academic performance.
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The Present Study

In this study, we assessed how neighborhood characteristics directly
and indirectly related to adolescents’ well-being. We systematically
examined these associations using several analytic strategies and
cross-sectional data.

First, we hypothesized that neighborhood characteristics would be
directly related to adolescent outcomes. Specifically, we expected that
neighborhood-level variables would be directly associated with adoles-
cent psychological adjustment and school problems. Moreover, we an-
ticipated that the significant associations between neighborhood
characteristics and adolescent outcomes would persist when parenting,
peer, and family SES factors were controlled.

Second, we expected that neighborhood characteristics, parenting
behaviors, peer traits, and adolescent outcomes would be significantly
intercorrelated. We further hypothesized that both parent and peer
characteristics would mediate the association between neighborhood
distress and adolescents’ well-being.

Third, we hypothesized that neighborhood characteristics would
moderate the association of both parenting style and peer traits with
adolescent outcomes. Thus, we expected that the relative adaptiveness
of parenting behaviors and peer attributes would be contingent on the
level of neighborhood risk.

Fourth, we hypothesized that community characteristics, parenting
behaviors, and peer traits would collectively relate to adolescent out-
comes. We expected that the accumulation of environmental risk
across these three areas would be associated with poorer adolescent
outcomes because we expected that each would have a unique relation
with the dependent measures.

Whereas the majority of previous investigations have documented
whether children’s academic or psychological functioning differs as a
function of their neighborhoods, our investigation explicitly examined
the processes through which neighborhoods relate to adolescent out-
comes (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). The 1990 Survey of Children
and Parents (National Commission on Children, 1991), the data set
used in this study, provided a unique vantage point from which we
examined these issues.

This national survey sampled neighborhoods from across the United
States rather than exclusively focusing on single cities. Surveys with
a more narrow geographic focus have less ability to elucidate the theo-
retical pathways through which neighborhoods relate to adolescents’
development (Duncan & Raudenbush, 2001). Critically, our sample
was more diverse in terms of a range of demographic characteristics
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than were samples in previous studies. Investigators have predomi-
nantly examined the correlates of neighborhood characteristics in dis-
tressed communities or among oppressed groups, such as African
American adolescents (Gonzales et al., 1996), poor families (Kalil &
Eccles, 1998), and high-risk neighborhoods (Pinderhughes et al., 2001).
However, our study included European American and ethnic minority
adolescents of different socioeconomic backgrounds and from urban,
suburban, and rural communities across the country.

Moreover, we purposefully focused on the academic and psychologi-
cal well-being of high school aged adolescents, extending the majority
of research in this area which has examined the associations among
neighborhood characteristics, parenting, peers, and child development
in samples of younger children (Coley & Hoffman, 1996; Kupersmidt,
Griesler, DeRosier, Patterson, & Davis, 1995) and early adolescents
(Brody et al., 2001; Pettit et al., 1999). These older adolescents pro-
vided a valuable source of data in addition to parent report (cf. Dun-
can & Raudenbush, 2001).

METHOD

Participants

Our investigation used a subsample of the data from the Survey of
Children and Parents (National Commission on Children, 1991). This
national telephone survey assessed the well-being, attitudes, and life
circumstances of American families. Data were collected in 1990 from
1,738 parents in the continental United States who lived with their
children. Telephone interviews were also conducted with 929 children
aged 10 to 17 years who lived in these households.

The main sample for the Survey of Children and Parents was ob-
tained using random-digit telephone numbers. In addition, households
with African American and Hispanic children were oversampled. The
overall response rate for the survey was 71%.

For the present study, we selected respondents with an interviewed
child between the ages of 14 and 17 years who lived with them. This
selection criteria yielded a sample of 348 parent-adolescent pairs.
Among parents, 39% were men and 61% were women. Parents’ ages
ranged from 24 to 66 years (M = 42.22, SD = 6.33); their education
ranged from elementary school to graduate/professional school. Sixty-
one percent were European American, 29% were African American,
10% were Hispanic, and less than 1% were Asian American. Data
were also collected from 181 adolescent sons (52%) and 167 adolescent
daughters (48%) who ranged in age from 14 to 17 years (M = 15.42,
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SD = 1.08). Our sample included families from different regions of the
United States (Northeast, 15%; Midwest, 25%; South, 40%; and West,
20%) as well as distinct geographic classifications (urban areas with
populations greater than 500,000, 26%; remaining metropolitan areas,
47%; nonmetropolitan areas, 27%).

Measures

We created the study’s scales using factor analysis. Items addressing
constructs of interest were submitted to principal components factor
analysis after any necessary reverse coding. We saved the factor scores
as variables and used them in subsequent analyses.

Neighborhood variables. Parents’ perception of community problems
was assessed by asking them to rate the extent to which problems such
as crime and violence, insufficient police protection, and abandoned
and run-down buildings characterized their neighborhood. Parents
also indicated the extent to which residents of their community respect
rules and laws, supervise their children, and care about what occurs
in the neighborhood. Parents rated the severity of each of these seven
community problems on a scale from big problem (1) to not a prob-
lem (3).

Parents’ perception of school quality was based on their ratings of
their children’s school in terms of teachers’ skill, whether teachers care
about their students, and the effectiveness of the principal’s leader-
ship. Parents also rated the level of school safety, whether the school
maintains order and discipline, and if school personnel help students
learn the difference between right and wrong. This scale also included
questions about whether parents participate in decisions regarding
how the school is run and communication between the school and par-
ents. Parents graded each of these eight items on a 5-point scale from
A (1) to Fail (5).

Furthermore, we combined the scales measuring community prob-
lems and school quality into an overall index of neighborhood distress
through a second-order factor analysis.

Parenting variables. Parents’ responsiveness to their children was
assessed by asking adolescents how often their mother and father (sep-
arately) respect their opinions about important things in life, make
them follow rules, and openly discuss issues. Adolescents responded
to these six items using a 4-point scale ranging from always (1) to
never (4).

Parents’ time investment reflected adolescents’ judgments of
whether they believe their mother and father (separately) spend suffi-
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cient time with them and attend important events and activities. Ado-
lescents rated these four items on a continuum from always (1) to
never (3).

Parents’ monitoring was based on parents’ self-rated ability to iden-
tify where and with whom their children spend time during separa-
tions, as well as parents’ assessment of whether their children know
how to reach them during these times, using a 4-point scale from all
the time (1) to only rarely (4). This scale also included parents’ ratings
of the frequency of their involvement in parent-child endeavors, such
as completing homework, playing games or sports, attending activities
important to their children, attending school events, and speaking with
the teacher about school progress. Parents rated the frequency of the
first three items on a 4-point scale ranging from all the time (1) to
rarely (4); they responded yes (1) or no (2) to the last two items.

We combined scales measuring parents’ responsiveness, time invest-
ment, and monitoring into an overall index of authoritative parenting
through a second-order factor analysis.

Peer variables. Adolescents’ ratings of their peers’ risky behavior was
based on how many of their friends have engaged in risky activities,
including use of substances (i.e., tobacco, alcohol, marijuana, and co-
caine), cheating, truancy, and theft. Adolescents were also asked to
indicate how many of their friends have been sent to the school princi-
pal or the police for their behavior. Responses to these nine items
ranged from a lot (1) to none (3).

Antisocial peer pressure was measured by asking adolescents
whether their friends have pressured them to engage in high-risk ac-
tivities, including use of substances (i.e., tobacco, aleohol, and mari-
juana), truancy, and violent behavior. Adolescents responded either
yes (1) or no (2) to these items.

We combined scales measuring peers’ risky behavior and antisocial
peer pressure into an overall index of peer deviance through a second-
order factor analysis.

Adolescent outcome variables. Adolescent adjustment was measured
via parents’ perceptions of their children’s well-being in terms of
health, friendships, feelings about themselves, relationships with par-
ents, and prospects for the future. Responses to these five items ranged
from excellent (1) to poor (4).

Adolescent school problems were assessed by asking parents
whether their children have experienced academic or behavioral diffi-
culties at school. Parents indicated whether their children receive re-
medial education services, fight with other children at school, and
require special parent/teacher conferences because of their behavior.
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They responded yes (1) or no (2) to these items. Parents also indicated
the grades that their children received at school during the past year
on a scale ranging from mostly A’s (1) to mostly F’s (9).

Adolescent distress was based on the level of self-reported psycholog-
ical symptomatology. This 14-item measure assessed adolescents’
mood (e.g., feeling sad and blue, lonely, and tired and worn out) and
anxiety (e.g., worrying about physical harm, and feeling nervous,
tense, or on edge). Adolescents responded to each item on a 3-point
continuum from often (1) to hardly ever (3).

RESULTS

Bivariate Relations with Demographic Variables

We initially examined how parents’ and adolescents’ demographic
characteristics related to the composite and outcome variables. Family
SES (reflecting both family income and parents’ highest level of educa-
tion) was significantly associated with neighborhood distress (r = —.18,
p < .01), authoritative parenting (r = .20, p < .01), parent-rated adoles-
cent adjustment (r = .17, p < .01), and self-rated adolescent distress
(r = —.18, p < .01). Community geographic classification (e.g., urban,
suburban, rural) was unrelated to adolescent outcome and had a mod-
est relation with neighborhood distress, F(3, 307) = 2.92, p < .05;
however, post hoc comparisons did not indicate significant differences
between geographic regions in terms of neighborhood distress. Partici-
pants’ race was related to their level of neighborhood distress, F(2,
299) = 4.57, p < .01, such that African Americans tended to reside in
neighborhoods with greater problems relative to European Americans
and Hispanics. Furthermore, girls were less likely than boys to associ-
ate with deviant peers, #(301) = 24.11, p < .01, or to experience school
problems, #(289) = 22.40, p < .01. However, they were more likely
than boys to experience psychological symptomatology, ¢(300) = 20.15,
p < .01. Finally, older adolescents, compared to younger adolescents,
tended to associate with more deviant peers, r = .16, p < .01. We found
no other significant associations involving the demographic variables.

Direct Relations Between Neighborhood Characteristics and Adoles-
cent Outcomes

Bivariate analyses focusing on direct relations. Neighborhood dimen-
sions were significantly correlated with adolescents’ psychological ad-
justment and problems at school (see Table 1). These relations were
found using parental reports of adolescent well-being but not adoles-
cents’ self-reports.
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To complement these correlational analyses, we computed odds ra-
tios to determine the relative rates of psychological and school-based
difficulties in high-risk versus low-risk neighborhoods. First, we re-
scored the neighborhood composite variable and the three adolescent
outcome measures in a nonoptimal to optimal progression (i.e., higher
scores connoted better functioning.) Second, we dichotomized these
four variables at the 33rd percentile to create two groups for each
measure (i.e., high- vs. low-risk neighborhood, high vs. low adolescent
adjustment, high vs. low school problems, high vs. low adolescent dis-
tress). We then conducted three chi-square analyses and calculated
odds ratios to determine whether residence in a high-risk neighbor-
hood predicted adolescents’ group membership (i.e., psychologically
troubled, academically troubled).

Our analyses indicated that adolescents residing in high-risk neigh-
borhoods were almost three times more likely to experience psychological
adjustment problems (as reported by parents) compared to adolescents
residing in low-risk neighborhoods (odds ratio = 2.92; x* = 25.60, p <
.01). Similarly, they were 2.6 times more likely to experience school
problems (x* = 22.23, p < .01). We found no significant differences in
the rates of self-reported psychological distress (odds ratio = 1.23; x*
= .90, ns).

Multivariate analyses focusing on direct relations. We also examined
whether the statistically significant relations between neighborhoods
and adolescent outcomes persist when parenting, peer, and family SES
are controlled. Table 2 summarizes three hierarchical multiple regres-
sion analyses in which parenting, peer, and macrosystem variables
were entered in separate blocks to predict adolescent well-being. Fam-
ily SES was entered before neighborhood characteristics to remove the
associated variance. Neighborhood measures uniquely contributed to
the prediction of both parent-rated adolescent adjustment and school
problems. Overall, each system (parenting, peer, macro) generally
made a statistically significant contribution to the outcome variables
as evidenced by the significant change in R* after each step. In sum,
these eight predictors accounted for 23% of the variation in parent-
reported adolescent adjustment, F(8, 324) = 11.94, p < .01; 11% of the
variance associated with adolescents’ school problems, F(8, 324) =
5.24, p < .01; and 22% of the variation in adolescents’ self-reported
psychological distress, F(8, 324) = 11.33, p < .01.

Indirect Relations Between Neighborhood Characteristics and Adoles-
cent Outcomes

Correlations among characteristics of neighborhoods, parenting,
peers, and adolescent outcomes. Adolescent outcomes were significantly
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correlated with neighborhood attributes, peer traits, and parenting
style (see Table 1). Notably, patterns of significant associations differed
among the three scales assessing adolescent outcome. More specifi-
cally, parent-rated adolescent adjustment was significantly correlated
(in the anticipated directions) with all but one of the variables. Parents’
ratings of adolescents’ school problems were significantly associated
with nearly all peer and community variables, but the two adolescent-
rated parenting variables were not significant correlates of this depen-
dent measure. Furthermore, self-rated adolescent psychological dis-
tress was significantly correlated with measures of parent and peer
functioning, but was unrelated to the two neighborhood variables.

Evaluation of mediated pathways. We conducted a series of regres-
sion analyses to assess both direct and mediated associations between
community characteristics and adolescent outcomes, controlling for
family SES. The results are presented in Figure 1.

The composite index of neighborhood distress was both inversely
related to adolescent adjustment and positively related to school prob-
lems at significant levels when the variance associated with family
SES, the parenting composite, and the peer composite was controlled.
However, we found that both authoritative parenting and peer devi-
ance significantly mediated several relations as well. More specifically,
neighborhood distress was significantly and inversely related to levels
of authoritative parenting, which in turn was significantly related to
measures of parent-rated and self-rated adolescent psychological well-
being. Similarly, neighborhood distress was significantly related to lev-
els of peer deviance, which in turn was significantly associated with
both adolescents’ school problems and their level of self-rated psycho-
logical distress.

Analysis of moderated relations. To test for moderated relations, we
created two interaction terms by multiplying the neighborhood distress
composite by the parental authoritativeness composite and the peer
deviance composite. Next, we conducted separate hierarchical regres-
sion analyses predicting the three adolescent outcomes. In the first
step of each regression, we entered the main effects and included a
control for family SES. In the second step of these analyses, we in-
cluded the respective interaction term (i.e., either Neighborhood Dis-
tress X Parental Authoritativeness or Neighborhood Distress X Peer
Deviance). The first three equations included parental authoritative-
ness and the respective interaction term as predictor variables,
whereas the second three equations featured peer deviance and the
appropriate interaction term as predictor variables. Moderation would
be indicated by a significant effect of an interaction term on adolescent
outcome while controlling for main effects (Baron & Kenny, 1986).
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Figure 1

Summary of the Regression Analyses Featuring Neighborhood Distress
and Intervening Variables as Predictors of Adolescent Outcomes

Neighborhood
distress \.
4% 22"

18

Adolescent
adjustment

Authoritative
parenting

= 28" School
problems
Peer
deviance
-.26**
23
A5 -14™ Adolescent
/’ distress
Family i

SES

Note. Standardized regression coefficients (is) are shown; only significant
pathways are displayed. *p < .05, **p < .01.

Our findings indicated that neighborhood distress moderated the
relation between parental authoritativeness and adolescents’ school
problems, B = —.18, #(285) = —3.20, p < .01. We clarified the nature
of this moderated association by separately examining the correlation
between parental authoritativeness and school problems for high-risk
and low-risk neighborhood groups. This analysis indicated that paren-
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tal authoritativeness was associated with fewer school problems in
high-risk neighborhoods (r = —.24, p < .05), but was unrelated to
difficulties at school in low-risk neighborhoods (r = .09, ns).

Moreover, neighborhood distress moderated the association between
peer deviance and both school problems, B = .10, t(343) = 1.91, p <
.05, and parent-rated adolescent adjustment, = —.10, #(343) = —2.05,
p < .05. Neighborhood distress potentiated the relation between peer
deviance and adolescents’ school problems (rs = .24 and .13 for the
high-risk and low-risk neighborhood groups, respectively). Further-
more, peer deviance was related to adolescents’ psychological adjust-
ment only in high-risk communities (rs = —.21 and —.04 for the high-
risk and low-risk neighborhood groups, respectively).

Analysis of additive relations. Finally, we evaluated the additive
association of neighborhood, parenting, and peer variables with adoles-
cent outcomes by creating a cumulative environmental risk score for
each participant. After scoring each of the three composite variables
(neighborhood distress, parental authoritativeness, and peer deviance)
in a nonoptimal to optimal progression, we classified each as a risk
factor if the participant’s score was at or below the 33rd percentile
for this sample. This classification procedure closely followed that of
previous researchers who have calculated cumulative environmental
risk scores using similar continuous ecological variables (see Belsky,
1996; Meyers, 1999; Sameroff et al., 1993). We subsequently added the
number of risk factors for participants and categorized them as mini-
mal environmental risk (no risk factors, n = 111), low environmental
risk (1 risk factor, n = 117), moderate environmental risk (2 risk fac-
tors, n = 54), or high environmental risk (3 risk factors, n = 20).

Analyses of variance (ANOVAs) and subsequent Tukey tests indi-
cated that environmental risk status was significantly associated with
differing levels of each of the three adolescent outcome variables. Risk
categorization was significantly related to parent-rated adolescent psy-
chological adjustment, F(3, 294) = 12.43, p < .01. Minimal environ-
mental risk adolescents had significantly higher adjustment scores
than the remaining groups. In addition, low and moderate environ-
mental risk adolescents received higher parent-rated adolescent ad-
justment scores than adolescents in the high environmental risk group.
Similarly, risk status was significantly associated with differing levels
of school problems, F(3, 286) = 10.50, p < .01, such that high environ-
mental risk adolescents displayed significantly more school problems
than adolescents in the remaining groups. Finally, risk categorization
was significantly associated with differing levels of self-rated psycholog-
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ical distress, F(3, 297) = 5.78, p < .01. High and moderate environmen-
tal risk adolescents reported significantly greater levels of psychological
symptomatology than minimal environmental risk adolescents.

DISCUSSION

Our results confirmed that there is a direct relation between neigh-
borhood traits and adolescent development. More specifically, levels of
community distress were associated with parental reports of adoles-
cents’ psychological well-being and school problems. We found that
residing in a high-risk neighborhood translated into nearly a threefold
increase in the rate of psychological difficulties and over double the
incidence of academic or behavioral problems at school. The relation
between neighborhood characteristics and these adolescent outcomes
persisted even when we controlled for parenting, peer, and family
SES factors.

These findings not only confirm those of previous investigations, but
extend them in important ways. Our nationally derived sample was
relatively unique in that we explicitly focused on older adolescents who
resided in urban, suburban, and rural communities characterized by
diverse ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. Our results therefore
suggest that neighborhood characteristics are related to adolescents’
well-being across varied demographic niches and that these significant
associations are not limited to younger children. Our broad sampling
strategy bolsters the potential generalizability of these results.

In addition, our operationalization of neighborhood traits and dis-
tress complements the measurement strategies used by most previous
researchers. More specifically, the majority of research in this area has
assessed neighborhood-level attributes via neighborhood SES using
census tract data, predominantly from the 1980 U.S. Census (see Lev-
enthal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000, for a review). Instead, we employed par-
ents’ perceptions of community problems and school quality as indices
of neighborhood distress. This approach implicitly emphasizes that
neighborhoods characterized by the same socioeconomic level can nev-
ertheless differ in terms of attributes that are important for family
functioning and child well-being (Garbarino & Sherman, 1980). Thus,
our findings highlight the importance of the phenomenological, subjec-
tive aspects of neighborhoods in terms of their associations with adoles-
cent outcomes (cf. Gonzales et al., 1996).

Our analyses focusing on the direct relations between neighborhood
characteristics and adolescent well-being confirmed whether these
variables were related, but further examination of mediated pathways
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indicated how these constructs were associated. More specifically, we
found that neighborhood characteristics were related to more proximal
influences in adolescents’ lives, such as the child-rearing strategies
that their parents have adopted and the antisocial tendencies of their
peers. These proximal variables, in turn, were associated with adoles-
cents’ psychological health and school problems. Our analyses indi-
cated that authoritative parenting mediated the relation between
neighborhood distress and both parent-reported psychological adjust-
ment and self-reported psychological distress. In addition, peer devi-
ance mediated the association between neighborhood distress and both
adolescents’ school problems and their reports of psychological dis-
tress. Adolescents residing in high-risk neighborhoods were more
likely to interact with delinquent peers who modeled or pressured
them to engage in risk-taking behaviors. They were also more likely
to have parents who spent less time with them and loosely monitored
their behaviors. These peer and parenting influences were subse-
quently related to adolescents’ psychological and school adjustment.
Thus, neighborhood functioning may ultimately cascade to the micro-
system level.

Mediated pathways were especially salient for understanding varia-
tion in adolescents’ self-reported distress. This scale focused in particu-
lar on internalizing symptoms, such as anxiety and depression. It
should be noted that the discrepancy in the significance of the mediated
pathways leading to parent-reported and self-reported adolescent psy-
chological adjustment was probably magnified by the fact that adoles-
cents are more accurate reporters of their internal feelings and states
in comparison to parents and teachers (Kronenberger & Mayer, 2001).
Adolescents were especially likely to experience anxiety or sadness
when their relationships with peers and parents were distressed. Such
relational distress was more apt to occur in high-risk neighborhoods.
However, behavioral symptoms and school problems, which can be
accurately and objectively assessed by parents, were related to neigh-
borhood distress through both direct and indirect channels. Relational
distress was not a necessary condition for such associations to exist.

Furthermore, we found that neighborhood risk acted as a moderator
to determine when parental authoritativeness and peer distress would
have strong associations with adolescents’ well-being. First, authorita-
tive parenting was associated with reduced levels of school problems
in high-risk neighborhoods, whereas parenting style was unrelated to
school difficulties for adolescents who lived in low-risk communities.
Second, there was a stronger connection between peer deviance and
school problems for adolescents who resided in high-risk neighborhoods
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compared to low-risk communities. Third, the presence of deviant
peers was more closely linked to adolescents’ psychological difficulties
in high-risk neighborhoods compared to low-risk communities.

Thus, neighborhood characteristics often determined the relative
adaptiveness (or harmfulness) of parenting behaviors and peer traits.
In high-risk communities, authoritative parenting and prosocial peers
were more important correlates of adolescents’ well-being than in low-
risk neighborhoods. Our findings extend those of previous researchers
who have primarily emphasized that parental monitoring is important
in high-risk communities (e.g., Baldwin et al., 1990). As shown here,
parental responsiveness and involvement are also highly adaptive in
high-risk contexts.

These significant moderated relations can further be interpreted
within a diathesis-stress framework (cf. Cummings, Davies, & Camp-
bell, 2000). More specifically, living in a distressed neighborhood can
be viewed as a vulnerability factor that places adolescents at higher
risk for academic or psychological difficulties. Added stress stemming
from insensitive parenting or delinquent peers may be a provoking
factor that further depletes adolescents’ ability to successfully cope
within their environments. On the other hand, residing in a low-risk
neighborhood can be a buffer that partially insulates adolescents from
the problems associated with nonoptimal parenting and peer function-
ing. However, these moderated relations and the aforementioned medi-
ated relations may work in tandem. That is, authoritative and
prosocial peer functioning are more closely associated with adolescents’
well-being in high-risk neighborhoods; unfortunately, children resid-
ing in these communities are least likely to have positive parent and
peer influences.

Finally, we found that neighborhood, parenting, and peer variables
had an additive association with adolescents’ well-being. Those adoles-
cents who lived in high-risk neighborhoods, experienced insensitive
or disengaged parenting, and associated with delinquent peers who
modeled or pressured them into risky behaviors were the most likely
to have psychological or school problems. Our results indicated that
high levels of accumulated stress across all three of these domains
was consistently and significantly associated with adolescents’ poor
functioning and adaptation. In general, the relation between the
amount of accumulated risk and adolescent outcomes was linear. That
is, a minimal level of accumulated risk across these three areas was
associated with relatively favorable outcomes, and a moderate level of
cumulative risk was associated with an intermediate level of function-
ing. This may imply that adolescents are able to tolerate a moderate
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number of personal and environmental challenges before their well-
being is detrimentally affected. Furthermore, it is possible that support
derived from one aspect of adolescents’ lives (e.g., a close parent-child
relationship) may effectively counteract stress generated by another
(e.g., peer conflicts). These analyses further suggest that neighborhood
quality may not be the only factor that moderates the relation between
proximal factors and adolescents’ well-being. Rather, neighborhood,
parenting, and peer traits may alternate in buffering or potentiating
such relations. Moreover, this interpretation is consistent with ecologi-
cal assertions that adolescent outcomes are protected against disrup-
tions from a single source because child development is multiply
determined. However, adolescents who experience pervasive distress
have fewer resources to rely upon that may insulate them from the
adversities that they encounter.

It is important to note that we used cross-sectional data in our analy-
ses; therefore, causal relations cannot be determined from this investi-
gation. Instead, results document associations among the variables
rather than patterns of cause and effect. Although it is unlikely that
adolescent well-being is a primary determinant of neighborhood dis-
tress, bidirectional relations probably exist among other constructs.
For instance, even though we hypothesized that parenting styles and
peer deviance would predict adolescent adjustment, converse relations
have also been documented. Child characteristics (e.g., temperament)
have been shown to influence parenting practices (e.g., Lerner, 1993);
similarly, youths with behavioral problems are more likely to select
deviant peers with whom to affiliate (Windle, 1994). The presence and
specified direction of the pathways in our analyses were determined
on the basis of theoretical interest, but other configurations may be
empirically supported as well.

In addition, constructs were measured using survey instruments.
Although the combination of parent-report and adolescent-report data
reduced common sources of error variation, assessment relied on per-
ceptions of psychosocial phenomena. Future researchers could include
more objective measures of these variables. For instance, respondents’
perceptions of neighborhood distress may be used in conjunction with
relevant census data (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). Investigators
could also use behavioral observations of parent-child interaction to
increase measurement validity.

Furthermore, future researchers could attempt to expand and refine
our analytic framework by investigating whether other constructs in-
fluence the association between neighborhood characteristics and ado-
lescents’ well-being. For example, parents’ own psychological health
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may reflect neighborhood distress; parents’ social and emotional fune-
tioning are also intimately connected with family dynamics (Meyers,
Varkey, & Aguirre, 2002). Similarly, family members’ social connec-
tions within the community may be significant. For instance, individu-
als who establish meaningful connections with others (e.g., extended
family, friends) and regularly participate in local institutions (e.g.,
church) create enclaves within their neighborhood that may affect fam-
ily life (Sonn & Fisher, 1998).

Moreover, the direct and indirect relations between neighborhood
characteristics and adolescent outcomes may be qualified by sex or
race. A small number of investigations have documented such signifi-
cant interaction effects (Duncan, 1994; Simons et al., 1996). Our de-
tailed examination of the different connections between community
traits and adolescent outcomes would be nicely complemented by an
explicit examination of the salience of each of these pathways for dis-
tinct demographic subgroups.

In sum, this study provides several important conceptual and meth-
odological additions to our understanding of the ways in which neigh-
borhoods relate to adolescent outcomes. Our analyses indicated that
residing in a high-risk neighborhood is associated with an increased
chance that adolescents will experience psychological difficulties and
school problems. These direct relations persisted after parenting, peer,
and family SES factors were taken into consideration. Perhaps more
importantly, our results documented the presence of indirect connec-
tions between these constructs (i.e., mediated pathways). Neighbor-
hood characteristics were related to proximal forces in adolescents’
lives—parenting style and peer qualities; these factors, in turn, were
associated with adolescent outcomes. Furthermore, our results high-
lighted that authoritative parenting and prosocial peers are especially
important for adolescents who live in high-risk neighborhoods. These
moderated relations underscored that community distress operates as
a vulnerability factor that is exacerbated by stress stemming from
family and peer relationships. Finally, our findings indicated that
stress accumulates across neighborhood, family, and peer settings in
a linear fashion that places adolescents at increasing risk for psycho-
logical and school problems. These results as a whole underscore the
need to consider the broader context of adolescents’ lives when evaluat-
ing the determinants of their well-being.
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