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Despite sharing similar attitudes regarding the informa-
tion about peers that parents have a right to know, the
strategies African American and Hmong families use to
seeh or censor information about peers diverge because

of ethnic differendes in emphasis on trust, nurturing
autonony, Tmmmﬁw Jor parental authority, and maintaining
cultural :A&aoj.

Sharing Information About Peer
Relations: Parent and Adolescent
Opinions and Behaviors in Hmong
and African American Families

B. Bradford Brown, Jeremy B Bakken, Jacqueline Nguyen,
Heather G. Von Bank.

As North American youth move into adolescence, they encounter fiew types
of peer relationships and more opportunities to interact with nNeers away
from the watchful eyes of parents or other adults (Brown and Klute, 2003;
Csikszenimihalyi and Larson, 1984). One consequence of these changes is
that, to an increasing extent across acolescence, the information that par-
ents obtain abour their child’s peer relations comes primarily from what the
child is willing to divulge {Kerr and Stattin, 2000). Among the factors likely
to influence adolescents’ decision about what they tell parents aboul their
peers—and parent decisions about what information to solicit—Is parental
and adolescent beliefs about what pareuts ought to (or have a right ta)
know about peer relationships and interactions, These beliefs should reflect
the quality of the parent-child bond, especially levels of trust and respect,
and the parents’ approach to parenting. Such beliefs may change in response
to the childs behavior or activities of the childs assaciates. Mishehavior may
heighten parental demands for information while redoubling adolescents’
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68 LINKING PARENTS AND FAMILY TO ADGLESCENT PEER RELATIONS

assertion of a right to privacy. Cultural &mﬂ.wb.nnm also may be mwwmwmsr
reflecting cultural beliefs about parental authority and the level of auton-
omy appropriate for adolescents (Fuligni, 1998). . o .
Understanding adolescents’ decisions regarding sharing Emcﬁﬂm..zoﬂ
about peers and making sense ol parents’ demands ,.Fa such informa-
tion requires a thorough assessment of the peer and mﬁ:@. worlds of yousg
.people. The study on which we report in this chapter considers mﬁ.mm wmw%mm
by way of basic quantitative data on parent and mm&mmn.msﬁ assessments o mﬁ 1at
parents have a right to know about peers, and Eﬁmsm%mvnmmm mE&m.m 0 \ 0w
families negotiate the flow of information about the child’s peer relationships.

Domains of Peer Relations

Our study builds on research by Smerana (1988), E&nmmﬁm Emﬁ. although
adolescents acknowledge parental authority as legitimate in certain aspects
of their lives, they tend to grant parents less anchority than parents claim
for themselves, largely becanse adolescents regard some _umwmﬁoﬂ.m as a mat-
ter of personal preference rather than an issne of Emuw..mrax or social conven-
tion. This extends to parent and adolescent opinions about children’s
obligation to disclose information about their lives to parents (Smetana,
Metzger, Gettinan, and Campione-Barr, 2006}, L

Smetana incluced only a few irems about peer relations in her measures.
This approach helps to locate peer relations in &.Hm broader scope of teenagers
life space, but it does not capture the complexity of peel issues that adoles-
cents typically encounter. Through focus groups and individual exploratary
interviews preceding the current study (Krein and Brown, u.oo.uu., we were
able to discern four domains of peer relations that adoelescents &mﬂﬁ.mﬂmﬁ n
considering what to share with parents about their peers. ,E.:w mﬁmn is activi-
ties with peers, the “where-who-what-when” of wm.ﬁ interaction ( gﬁam are
you going, who will be invelved, what are you doing, mﬂ.& s&wﬂ will you be
home?”). A second domain focuses on features of relatrionships: ro.é well
one is getting along with a friend, whether or not one r.m.m a BEmEEn. .H&mx
tionship, and so-on. The othet two domains concern positive &.Eamnﬁmtmn.nm
{conventional or prosocial behavior) and negative characteristics (undesir-
able traits or antisocial activities) of friends and the larger peer group.

The Significance of Cultural and Social Context

Early studies of family-peer linkages emphasized how parents shaped the
social lives of their children, rather than the other way around (see Parke
and Ladd, 1992}, and olten assumed that similar dynamics were observable
across families from different ethviie, cultural, or sociceconomic back-
grounds. Our approach emanates from principles of developmental contex-
tualism (Lerner, 1995). We consider not only how parents E.E. young
people jointly contribute to each other’s behavior but also how their social
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circumstances and ethnic background shape their behavior. We focus on
families from two ethnic groups that display markedly differing histories in
the United States, but all of our participants are from economically disad-
vautaged backgrounds. Our consideration of ethnic influences must be
placed in this particplar socioeconomic context.

The long history of African Americans in North America is punciu-
ated by exposure to oppression, discrimination, poverty, and the violent
or deviant behavior rhat thrives in economically disadvantaged environ-
ments. The {amily, matriarchal in orientation and encompassing a broad
network of real and fictive kin, is a central organizing feature of Alrican
American lives (Sudarkasa, 1997). Although parents raising families in
more disadvantaged neighborhoods may feel compelled to shelter chil-
dren from the dangers of the environment, the environments also spawn
more egalitarian parent-adolescent relationships, with young people
assuming adult responsibilities at an early age (Burton, Allison, and Obei-
dallah, 1995). Older African American youth in depressed urban areas,
especially boys, are reticent to place much wust in their friendships, rely-
ing more on parents and other kin (Way, 1996). In music, language, and
dress and grooming styles, African Americans have countributed substan-
tially to prominent features of Amnerican “reen culture,” This fosters
parental awareness of the peer social situations their child is likely to
encounter over the conrse of adolescence.

The Hmong families in our sample are part of a wave of recent immi-
gration from Laos. Residing without a homeland for centuries, the Hmong
are accustomed to creating insular communities that emphasize family loy-
alty and culriral traditions (Faderman, 1998; Trueba, Jacobs, and Kirton,
1990). Fathers are granted extensive authority over decisions affecting the
family and family members, including who children should befriend and
what they can do with friends (Xiong and Detzner, 2005). Children are
expected to be respectful, compliant, and family-focused.

Reflecting the intergenerational tensions commen to immigrant fami-
lies in the United States (Rick and Forward, 1992}, Hmong parents express
frustration when youth question adult authority or are noncompliant. Par-
ents are inclined to shelter their children from the unfamiliar world of
American adolescence, yet they also fret about their limited understanding
of host culture norms about parenting and teenage lifestyles (Kaiser,
2004-05; Xiong and Detzner, 2005). For their part, young people struggle
with how to uphold parental and family expectations while adopring some
“American” values and behaviors (Berry and Sam, 1997).

Study Objectives

In this study we examined how individual, family, and ethnic group expe-
riences seemed to frame parent and adolescent attirudes about what parents
have a “right to know” about teen beer relations, as well as practices relaced
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70 LINKING PARENTS AND FAMILY TO ADOLESCENT PEER RELATIONS

to actually soliciting or providing information about peers. We sought to
discern unifying themes underlying these actitudes and beliels. For this
report, we emphasize ethnic differences in these themes. On the basis of dif-
ferences in cultural waditions and experiences in the United States, we
expecied Hmong parents to assert more of a right to know about teen peer
relations than African American parents would, and to emphasize family
honor and obligation in enforcing rules about peer interactions. We also
expected Hmong youth o express more ambivalence about sharing infor-
mation with parents, as they struggled to negotiate their position in both
family and host cultures. We anticipated that African American adolescents
and parents would agree more about what parents had a right to know and
would place more emphasis on adolescent antonomy.

Sample and Measures

Nineteen African American and twelve Hmong American adolescents and
" their parents or guardians agreed to participate in the study. All were eco-
namically disadvantaged members of the same Midwestern community. In
each family, we interviewed a primary caretaker (parent, adult guardian,
or older sibling} and a child between the ages of twelve and nineteen.
Sixty-two percent of the adolescents were fermales. Families varied in size
and composition, but there were fewer (26 percent) with two (mairied)
parents than a one-parent arrangeiment—a separated, divorced, widowed,
or never-married biclogical parent, or guardianship by extended kin (such
as uncle or grandmother). Hmong families tended 1o be larger and con-
tain two parents more often than African American families; all Hmong
parents had immigrated to the United States in adulthood. Families were
recruited through neighborhood centers or community organizations
offering after-school or weekend programs to economically disadvantaged
adolescents. All participants were interviewed individually (in Hmong, if
the respondents so preferred), most often in their own homes, by research
staff members from the same ethnic background as the respondent. Inter-
views lasted beiween forty-five minutes and two hours; they were tape-
recorded, transcribed (with wanslations, if necessary), and “blinded”
before analyses, :
Interviewers followed a semistructured protocol that focused on the
adolescent’s relationships and interactions with peers, family rules govern-
ing these interactions, what the participant felt parents had a right to lmow
about peer interactions, what informaiion was actually shared, how this had
changed over time, and how the respondent justified the adolescents choice
to share or withhold information about peers. In addition, respondents
completed the Right to Know Inventory (RTKI; Kreiu, 2004), indicating
the degree to which they thought (1 = definitely not, 5 = definitely do)
parents had a right to know about thirty-one situations or issues involving
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the adolescent and peers. Each item related to one of the four domains of
adolescent-peer relationships outlined earlier: activities with friends, fea-
tures of peer relationships, positive peer characteristics, and negative peer
characteristics. A previous study on a larger and more diverse sample
(Krein, 2004) indicated that the four scales had adequate internal consis-
tency (Cronbach’ mﬂurmm ranging from 0.81 to 0.90) and stability (five-week
test-retest stability coefficients ranging from 0.75 to 0.84}, as well as good
evidence of construct validity. Scale internal consistencies were also good in
this sample (¢ = 0.78 to 0.86). Respondents could choose to complete the
mstrument in English or Hmong (orally or in written form).

‘What Do Parents Have the Right to Know?
Quantitative Comparisons

Average scores for adolescents and parents from each ethnic group on each
RTXI scale are listed in Table 5.1. Repeated measure ANOVA, with ethnic-
ity and adolescents’ age group (eleven through fourteen, fifteen through
nineteen) as between-subject factors and generation (parent, adolescent) as

a repealed measure, were condncted on each scale. Gender differences were

not assessed because of small sample size. Findings must be interpreted with
caution because of the very small sample size. Although Hmong youth and
parents consistently scored lower than their African American counterparts,
the only statistically significant difference was that for each RTKI scale ado-
lescents felt parents had less of a right to know about peers than parents did.
This generational difference was consistent with other studies of attitudes
about disclosure to parents (Smetana, Metzger, Gettman, and Campione-
Barr, 2006). The discrepancy in scores between parents and young people
appeared to be larger in Hmong families than African American families, but
ihe difference was not statistically reliable.

Table 5.1. Ethnic and Parent-Child Differences in Mean Scores on
Right-to-Know Scales

African American Hmong American

Adolescents Parents Adolescents Parents
Secale. Mean (s.d)  Mean (s.d) Mean @.nC Mean (s.d.)
Activities with friends 4.12 (0.73) 4.58 (0.45) u.oc.ﬁobmv 4,38 (0.94)

Features of relationships 3.62 (0.81) 4.03 (0.83) 2.85 (0.83) 3.54 (1.00)
Positive characteristics 3.38 (0.9 3.62 (0.84) 3.25 (0.63) 3.48 (0.68)
Negative characteristics 3.14 {1.03) 4,19 {1.00) 2.94 (0.93) 4,12 (0,93)
(n) ’ (193 (19} {12) (12)
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72 LINKING PARENTS AND FAMILY TO ADOLESCENT PEER RELATIONS

Case Studies

To explore why adolescents were less inclined to share E.moaﬁmmoﬂ about
peers than rheir parents expected thein to be, and to determine how Smﬁm,,ﬁo-
know atritudes affected both adolescent disclosure and parent information
seeking, we engaged in intensive case study analyses of interview &mﬁ.m from
families in each ethnic group. We first used an iterative and mmn_gmﬁﬁmH pat-
tern coding technique (Miles and Huberman, 1994) to discern %m..mbnﬁ
patterns of disclosure and information seeking, as well as Em_..o_,.nmﬁmmﬁ.u:mm of
justification for these behaviors. Two authors read throngh all interviews to
identify patterns and categories and then reread all interviews to ensure _...rmﬁ
lists of patterns and categories were clear and complete belore training
another staff member to code interviews on patterns of disclosure, informa-
ton seeking, and justfication. Next, we studied all interview marerial rela nm.&
to these three sets of codes to identify integrating themes that could te
together respondents’ attitudes and actions. Once these themes were identi-
fied and clarified, each set of parent-child interviews was read as a case study
to assess which themes were applicable and how consistently they were rep-

resented across interviews within the family. Finally, because of our interest

in ethnicity, we examined all cases within each ethnic group to identify Hrmﬂmm
consistently expressed by members of that ethnic growp. Because of space :.E.
itations, in this chapter we focus on just two families per ethnic group, using
them to illustrate major themes emerging across families in that group.
" Afvican American Families. Although the organization and operacion
of African American families in our sample varied widely, two themes con-
sistently emerged in comments of both adults and children. One was a real-
izarion, especially among parents or guardians, that the adolescents were
getting more responsible and matuzre, or at least demanding more mE.osoEM
than they had in elementary school. Adulis acknowledged their children’s
increasing mobility and capacity to shield certain aspects of their social H&N.T
Honships from parental scrutiny. These factors precipitated changes in their
Pparenting practices, especially more emphasis on trust as the cornerstone of
their relarionship with their child. This irust component served as the sec-
ond theme consistently articulated in African American interviews. How-
ever, the awareness of change and greater reliance on trust played out
according to family contexts. .
Case One: Struggling with Trust and Maturation. Kenneth, an unmarried
African American adult, took over care of his two nephews several years ago,
moving them from Chicago, where their mother still lives, to a smaller city
several hours away. The boys, now twelve and fifteen, share the household
with Kenneth and his fifteen-year-old son (who was not interviewed). Ken-
neth portrays his home as the locus of much of the boys’ social lives, and
himself as directly involved with their peers. “Actually;,” he says, “its funny
because when their friends come over here, I'm just one of them. . . . We kind
of have that relationship where we hang out with each other and do things
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together. It's a really close bond between us.” This close bond, Kenneth
asserts, encourages the boys to be very open about peer-related issues, except
perhaps their relationships with girls,

Kenneth emphasizes trust and respect as the foundation of his relation-
ship with the boys. “From the time they were able to walk, I think I instilled
in them respect, and I ipstill in them that trust and respect from each other
is mutual with them and myself. So they can tell me anything and 1 can talk
to them about virtually anything,” Accompanying this openness are strong
expectations for information about peers. Kenneth records very high scores
on the Right to Know scales (an average of 4.87 across all items); in the
interview he asserts, “I need to know about everything. I need to know A to
Z.” In reality, his knowledge is incomplete. When asked about features
of the boys’ peer relationships, for example, he stumbles over the names of
their close friends and confesses uncertainty about the depth of romantic
relationships: “T would say so many dilferent [gizls] call here, I don't really
know, as far as who they're with for a length of time or not. 1 don't know.”

Kenneth has developed two strategies to deal with these uncertainties.
One is to try to monitor the children closely. Asked how he knows about
the boys’ activities, he explains: “Most of the time [my kids] tell me and
then 1 follow up. They say something about their friend and I go make sure
this is true what they’re saying. Not that T don't trust them, but there’s (oo
many things happening out here, peer pressure, other things that as a par-
ent I have to follow up on their kids’ activities.”

The theme of trust resonates in his response, but this time ir is
expressed as a sense of mistrust of others, his fear of peers with negative
characteristics who might influence his children. His reaction to this reveals
a second strategy: working diligently to ensure that the boys are enibedded
in friendship networks reflecting the same values and expectations as his:
“I don’t expect my kids to do anything thas I taught them not to do. T expect
my kids’ friends to be at the same, doing the same things my kids are doing,
.. . If there’s any friends that are out there thar’s putting pressure on my kids
to do things that I don’t approve of, they’re crossed off. 1 really don't want
[my kids] dealing with them.”

The terse responses that Markus, the youngest child in this family, gave

to most of our interview questions suggested that, at age twelve, his peer
interactions and relationships remained fairly limited. His older bro ther,
Julian, was much more talkative, buc guarded and defensive in tone. Julian
affirms his uncle’s concern about tobacco and drug use and his inclination
to cleanse the boys’ social network of undesirable friends, Explaining why
he demurred from telling his uncle details of certain misdeeds with friends,
Julian states: “If I would have told him, I would have gotten into trouble
and he would have told me don’t hang around with them because they a bad
influence on you. But T would have been hanging out with them anyway.”

Beyond his concerns about maintaining his friendship network, Julian
worries about being sent hack to live with his mother. Asked what would
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T4 LINKING PARENTS AND FAMILY TO ADOLESCENT PEER RELATIONS

happen if his uncle found out about certain activities, he responds, “T'd be
in trouble, a lot of trouble. He'd put me on punishment. He’ll calt my mom
and tell her what 1 did. I'd end up going to Chicago to live with my niom.”
Such concerns undoubtedly contribute to Juliaus disinclination to grant
parents much of a right to know about activities with peers. His overall
score on the Right to Know Inventory was one of the lowest of all our
respoudents. He objected, especially, to parents’ right to know about details
of peer relationships and negative features of the peer network.

Julian’s solution to this dilemma is to interact with friends away [rom
home (contradicting his uncle’s claims that home was the locus of the boys’
peer activities) and to volunteer only the basic information about these
activities: where he is going, what he is doing, whether or not an adult will

_be there. Other details are provided only if his uncie specifically requests
them. Some aspects of his peer interactions are carefully hidden from Ken-
neth. Julian has yet to inform his uncle that he has a new girlfriend, even
though they have beey going together for four months.

Nevertheless, Julian does appreciate his uncle’s motives in soliciting
information about peers. “He loves me, and he’s got to protect me from
smoking and alcohol. He wants me to be an athlete and move on and go to
a good college ™ For his part, Kenneth also has some awareness ol the chang-
ing needs of the children under his charge, and he senses modest changes in
his parenting to accommodate the boys’ mmararation: “I try to give them a lit-
tle more leeway because they're older. I try to trust them more now because
they're older and I will trust them until they do somerhing to make me not
trust them. So I don't worry about them. I think they're fine.”

; Case Two: Moving Through Trust to Autonoiny. Like Kenneth, Donitra is
a single parent raising children without significant assistance from another
parent. Her two children are about the same age as Kenneth’s—Marissa is
thirteen and Andrew is fifteen—and like Kenneth’s have had minor run-ins
with the police while in middle school. She shares Kenneth'’s concerns about
her children falling in with the wrong crowd, especially since both of them
were goaded into delinquent behavior by friends. Despite these and other
similarities, she articulates a philosophy and an approach to parenting that
are distinctive from Kenneth's. )

Donitra cultivates an open relationship with her children. “I let my
children speak their mind,” she says. “Even when I make a mistake they're
able to tell me, ‘You're wrong, momma’ . . . I give them that respect.” This
openness extends to the children’s peer relationships, such that both of
them, Donitra claims, “really just come and tell me. I don't have to push for
it.” Although Donitra expresses a fairly strong right to know about her chil-
dren’s peer interactions, she is cautious about soliciting information and
intervening in their relationships: “Sometimes, like now that they’re both
teenagers they have their own little personal relationships with each other
and T want to, they be talking, I can hear them in another room whispering.
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I be wanting to know, but I say, no, I'm not going to pry into that because
that’s their own personal thing.”

Whereas Kenneth attempts to arrange his sons’ circle of friends, Donitra
relies on advice giving to foster the children’s decision-making skills: “If I see
somerhing or suspect spmething, I let them know what I feel about it. I dow't
Tun the friend away. I |et them make that choice, And so far they've made

pretty good choices.” Her comfort in approaching peer issues this way (espe- .

cially in the “features of reladonships” domain) is borne out of a strong sense
of murtnal trust that she has carefully cultivated: “And then when you build
up that relationship and that trust with your kids, you know, even though
we mothers, we doubt it, you know, I don’t know. But sometimes if you just
let it flow and know that what youw're doing yourself first, it will be a whole
lot easier, because I think right now a little hoy could knock on the door for
Marissa and [ think I could sit here and go on and have my interview with
you without worrying about whart’s going on out there in the front room.”

This sense of trust is enhanced by Donitra’s awareness of the children’s
mamration and her need to adjust her parenting practices to accommodate
their growing autonomy: “Now that [Andrews] fifteen he’s kind of, you
know, 1 let him make his own decisions now about a lot of things. So I
wouldn’t say that I conld pinpoint where he didn’t tell me everything. . ..
I trust him and, like T say, he's gerting at that age now where’s it’s time for
him to make his own decisions.”

The children are well aware that trust plays a central role in the parent-
child relationship. Asked how his mother usually finds out about his activities
with peers, Andrew explains: “Basically a wust thing. But if she does get up
and come down there to see if ’'m down there or if she’s going to the store and
she wanis to know if I want something, I'm where [ say I'm going to be.” Trust,
however, is horn out of action as well as age. Andrew relates an incident in
which he did not go cutside to play, as he had told his mother, but went over
to a friend’s house when no parents were home and later was accused by the
friends father of damaging property in the home. This was not as serious as
an incident two years earlier when Andrew and a friend were caught shoplilt-
ing and had to go to juvenile court, but both events fractured Donitra’s trust in
Andrew and resulted in more restrictions and closer monitoring. Interestingly,
when Marissa was caught shoplifting with a friend several years after Andrew’s
arraigniment, it was her brother, not her mother, who read her the riot act.

Although Donitra portrays herself as nonintrusive in her children’s peer
relations, she actually is Fairly directive. She enrolls Marissa in several afer-
school and weekend activities that become the core of the daughter’s social
life, thereby ensuring rather continuous adult supervision of her peer inter-
actions, Much of Andrew’s free time is consumed by a part-time joh. Such
activities have delayed both children’s entry into serious romantic relation-
ships and, for Andrew they have been a significant source of pride and
responsibility:
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76 LINKING PARENTS AND FAMILY TO ADQLESCENT PEER RELATIONS

Yeah, because like I said, I'm getting alder and I need ta start taldng on my own
responsibilities. . . . And I feel like now [imama) kind of say, kind of, “Take care
ofii on your own, , . .” When I got my job, the freedom was like that much
more. She lets me do what I want to do with my own money and things like
that. .. . It makes me feel good if mama need like twenty dollars rom me, I give
it 1o her. Or if Marisa needs o buy ker pom pons, me and mama can go hall and
half on that for her. . . . So that makes me feel more of a young man than a childl.

Hmong Families. Unlike the African American families, culmaral issues
dominated the Hmong interviews. Respect [or parental authority and culnaral
traditions was a major theme in parents’ interviews, whereas balancing tradi-
tion with engagement in American culture was a central theme for offspring,
Parents wanted their children to be successful within the new host culture
but still desired their children to remain faithful to Himong traditions and wor-
ried that they would be corrupted by American societal norms. Adolescents
felt frustrated by parenys’ limited appreciation of their desire to fit in to both
culrures, Parent-child relations were based more on fnstrumental factors than
emational ones. Adolescents were expected to vespect elders, help with fam-
ily tasks, and avoid bringing shame to the family. Parents were expected to
maintain tight supervision and provide for their children’s needs. The severe
restrictions adults often placed on peer interactions prompted adolescents to
be more selective and strategic in the information they shared with parents.

Case Three: Culture Clash. Nineteen-year-old Moua is the oldest of seven
children. Her father’s work is based in a city several hours away, so he is only
home on weekends. In his absence, Moua’s mother, Doua Chi, struggles to
maintain the household in the face of a full-time job and the severe health
demands of her youngest child. As the oldest, Moua is expected to contribute
heavily to household tasks: cooking, cleaning, and watching over younger
siblings. Besides school, this leaves little time to interact with friends.

Doua Chi imposes strict rules on the children, justifying them from a
cultral perspective:

My children, T give them rules: when they returni from school, when ir’s
time for them to leave school; I don't allow them to go visit anymore, no
cousins, no friends. T want them to study and do their homework, When
they are done and have free dme, I want them ¢o help me arsund the house,
help me with the young ones, help me make dimmer. Our Hmong culture is
different than the American culture, you know. In the future, you knaw, 1
want them to know how 1o support themselves and rake cave of themselves.
And children, if you let them go out and they don't ohey you, they'll see
other kids and these kids” parents can't discipline them., They will come
home and tell me, “Their parents don’s even discipline them; how come you
wor't let us do this or thae?” My children, I don't want them to go any-
where. They listen every time. They lmow that if 1 am coming home, they
should ke home.
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This theme of distracting children from American values, so that they
remain faithful to their Hmong culture, appears repeatedly in the interview,
as does evidence of children’s questioning their mothers position. Doua Chi
acknowledges her daughter’s anger that she cannot go anywhere with her
boyfriend unchaperoned, accusing her mother of being “mean and strict”
and “nething like Egmﬁwnum parents.” Doua Chi counters, “The Hmong cul-
ture is not the American culture, The rules are not changeable. You are
young and you don’t know much.”

Moua is not convinced. She comments that her parents “always remind
me that, ‘Don't forget we're Hmong, we're not like Americans, you know.
And I was like, T know that but then, you know, I kind of, I guess T grew up
here, and it’s like I'm like in the middle and 1 have both points of view.” Fuel-
ing this ambivalence is a cold and distant relationship with her father, who,
she complains, never smiles at her or confesses pride in her accomuplish-
ments. Discussions with parents tend to trn into arguments. Fearing that
her parents (especially her father) will take things the wrong way and deny
all requests to do things with friends, Moua becomes very selective in what
she shares with her parents. In terms of activities with peers, when she really
wants 1o go to a party Moua sometiines simply lies to parents, claiming that
she goes off to the library instead. This strategy is fraught with danger, how-
ever, because of her mother’s close monitoring: “Every time they go now,
I double-check. Sometimes, I drive by and see for myself if they really went
there. But I don't let themn know I am checking up on them. . . . I dont
want them to know that I look for them. I ask the little ones to tell me.”

This frustrates Moua, who brings up the issues of maturation and trust
so salient in the African American families: “I find it so hard to earn their
trust,” she says, “Because, like, . . . how do you expect me to live by mysetl,
I mean, when I'm all alone . . . *canse I'm going to be used to having some-
one, you know, do everything for me, you know?” Her parents are not
responsive to this argument.

Case Four: Challenging Parental Authority and Culiural Traditions. The
situation is quite different for sixteen-year-old Chong, whose family dynam-
ics were altered dramatically when her father died five years ago. OF the fam-
ily’ five children, Chong was her father’s favorite. Her relationship with her
mother, Mai, is not strong, especially since the father’s death, Disappointed
that Chong has not abandoned her childish interest in just playing with
peers, Mai opines: “1 can’t make her do anything around the house. When
she's staying at home, she’s just watching TV, If she’s happy, you can then
ask her to do something like washing dishes. Even though she’s getting
older, she can't cook or anything.”

Chong freely admits to defying curfew, staying out quite Iate with friends.”
Mai sometimes uies to tvack her down, but not as consistently or successfully
as Doua Chi. Reflecting her concerns about negative characteristics of peers,
Mai explains: “If she’s gone and she’s not over there, then you don’t know
where she is. When she comes in I ask her, ‘Where did you go?' She will
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respond that she’s been out with friends. This part is the toughest part. What
if she is not telling the rruth? . . . No maiter who is going with, she doesn’t say.
Thats the hardest part. Tm so worried about that since it will affect her fnre.”

Despite her worries, Mai has not been able to step into the role of dis-
ciplinarian since her husbands death. In fact, Chong observes:

Ever since my dad passed away, we've got to do a lot more things he would

never let us do. Yeah, he was very sirict, We would call this house a prison.

He would never let us do anything. But my dad could be really cool. . . . 1like

how my mom is, She’s really cool and lenient. She'll let us go to parties and

she'll always be, like, “Yeah, be back by like ten when you're going out to par-

ties.” But then we never come bacl until irs done. She knows where we are

and she doesn’t get mad about it, Bur when my dad was stll here and we

would go to parties, my dad would be like, “Be back hy ten.” When he says

ten, you better be _um&.ﬁEw en.

Mai bemoans the difficulties of applying Hmong cultural discipline

" practices or filial responsibilities within the context of the United States:

“Us, the older generation, we must explain two rules—mnot just one like here
in the United States. The rules to discipline kids in a family, we must say
like we say back then. If we say it like here in the U.S., and we say it a bit
harsh, the kids will think we are too harsh. Like, to do this, we want them
to help us around the house and to learn so that they know. When we are
no longer here, we want them to know how take care of themselves and
cook food for themselves.” _

Similarly, Mai criticizes dating practices common in the United States.
She describes how, in the “old country,” boys would seek permission to take
a girl anywhere. Such excursions were always chaperoned, and the girl was
always returned home on time. “Therefore,” she concludes, “we are defi-
nitely different from the ones that ave born here in the United States. The
ones here, if they want to go with their boyfiends they just sneak off.”

Chong portrays her mother’s bewilderment as an overreaction. Since

middle school, she acknowledges, she has been spending increasing time
with friends and less at home. Towever, she disinisses her mothers concerns
about negative characteristics of her friends:

1t’s not like we do bad things, but we hang out and we tallk aud stuff. Just to
chill. Where my mom thinks, “Oh yeah, you're out drinking and smoking and
doing all this.” And that’s why sometimes when 1 go, I just don’t let her know
because she’s always like thar's the first thing she jumps to. She never thinks
about the positive. . . . [ think irs the Fact that I'm a teenager and I'm in high
schaol and she knows that the friends [ used to hang ou¢ with back in my
freshman year, they do a lot of drugs and smff. But as I hit sophomore, I lind
of knew which groups I wanted to go to and not go to. I think she kind of
takes the past and like still puts it in the future.
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i Chong readily admits her mother's right to know the “basics” of her
activities (where shek going, with whom, for how long), although, accord-
ing to her mother, she routinely fails to divulge this EmoH.Bmaom. mmun draws
the line, however, at sharing details of her close relationships. Mai, for
example, seems znmimﬁm of the dating relationship that Chong has .rmm
ﬁoﬁ the past half year. %ummE from Chong’s remarks is any explicit articula-
tion o.m the cultural conflict (navigating two social worlds) that is so com-
E.ou in our interviews of other Hmong youth. However, her choice of
friends and school activities suggest that she remains true to many Hmong
cultural expectations, even while pursuing peer activities in a manner more
consistent with mainstream American society.

Discussion

Like those of Mounts and Kim in Chapter Two, our findings emphasize the
planful nature of parenting behaviors concerning adolescents’ peer relations.
‘Whereas Mounts and Kim emphasize the role of parents’ goals and con-
cerns, our findings point to a third precipitating factor: attitudes regarding
what parents have a right to know about their childs peer relationships. This
factor was also instrumental in adolescents’ own behavior, guiding &mﬁ.ﬂosm
on disclosing or withholding information about @mm.wm [rom parents. Con-
sistent with previous, related research (Smetana, Metzger, mmﬁ:ﬁmw and
Campione-Barr, 2006), adolescents [rom both ethnic groups granted ﬁm.ﬂ.msﬁm
less of a right to know about peers than Pparents claimed for themselves, but
their justifications for these opinions, and the consequences for both ﬁﬁwﬁm,
and children’s behavior, were substantially different in the two groups.

. Trust was a fundamental issue for many families, more obviously for
African Americans. Donitra and her children exemplified the assets of
w..EE& trust. Donitra steered her two teenagers into constructive super-
vised environments and occasionally checked up on their leisure mmmﬁmmm
with friends, but she trusted them to make wise choices about friends and
activities, and respected their right to some privacy. Daughter Marissa
trus ted her mother’s ability to discern other people’s motives, “And by look-
ing al a person,” Marissa remarked, “[my mom)] can know what they're
going to do when they go wherever. . . . When she say no, 'm like, OK, and
.H just listen.” Son Andrew recognized the importance of his an“.mw,m .:.cmﬁ
in him and worked diligently to retain it. In doing so, he was able to achieve
a E.E.E,ngm level of autonomy for his age, taking responsibility for his own
ﬁmnrﬁoﬁm and assuming some of the family’s financial obligations as well. It
is noteworthy that parent and adolescent right-to-know attitudes were Eﬁ.:.m
similar in this case study than in any of our other families.

Kenneth envisioned a relationship with his boys based on mutual trust
m.wm respect. However, his desire to remain intimately involved in ‘their
lives and his worries about affiliations with deviant peers led him o assert an
unusually strong right to know about their peer relationships, which the older .
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boys regarded as intrusive and mistrustful. His nephew, Julian, granted Ken-
neth little right to know about his affairs with peers and withheld information
on his activities and relationships for fear of his uncle’s reprisals. Althongh the
same age as Andrew, Julian lacked Andrew’s maturity and self-confidence.
These two cases confirm the connection between trust and healchy
development that others have noted (Kerr, Stattin, and Trost, 1999). An
important question, however, is why trust issues seemed more salient in
African American families than Hmong families in our sample, The answer
may have something to do with parental agency, the degree to which parents
can act in the home and communiry to guide children to healthy peer rela-
tionships. Although restricted to some extent by their socioeconomic cir-
cumstances, African American pavents moved easily about the community
to entoll their children in extracurricular activities; watch their perfor-
mances in these activities; meet parents of childrew’s friends and, if neces-
sary, enlist friends and neighbors in tracking their children’s whereabouts.
They also felt comforeable joining in conversations or activities when chil-
dren’s peer associates were in their own home. Aware of their parent’ abil-
ity to check up on them, Kenneth’s and Donitra’s children were cautious
about violating parental expectations or trust. Parental agency was more
restricted in the Hmong families, especially among mothers in this immi-
grant generation. Mai exemplified the challenges many of these mothers
face. Unfamiliar with American institutions {such as the school) and norms
governing adolescence, lacking confidence in her English language skills,
and consirained by gender roles and a patriarchal family structure, Mai felc
frustrated and powerless in the face of her daughter’s cool defiance of her
efforts to restrict activities with peérs. In such circumsiances, trust was sim-
ply upstaged by more pressing issues arising from the clash of Hmong and
American cultures. . ) S
Our Himong families displayed dynamics similar to thase of the Mexican-
oriented, less educated group in Updegraff, Killoren, and Thayer’s study
(Chapter Four) or the more collectivist Arab and Druzé cultures in Istael
(Seginer, Shoyer, Hossessi, and Tannous, in Chapter Six). Parents regarded
family obligations as much more important than peer (especially, nonkin)
relations, and they expected allegiance to Hmong traditions and parental
authority. Adolescents understood their parents’ expectations and often
wanted to honor them but still pressed parents to accoimmodate to Ameri-
can societal norms for peer relationships. Parent-child tensious are often
fueled in Asian-descent immigrant families by the contrast between family
and host culture norms (Fuligni, Yip, and Tseng, 2002; Zhou and Bankston,
1998). Youth are torn between the desire to fit in with host culture peers
and their commitment to honor family traditions and expectations
(Copeland, Hwang, and Brody, 1996). Sensing their parents’ diminished
agency, and struggling to achieve a biculrural identity, Mats and Doua Chis
children felt justified in occasionally deceiving parents about the nature of
their peer interactions. Their diminished sense of what parents have a right
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to know seems to be tied to the limited scope of their parents’ reach into
their social world.

In a study of such limited scope and size, our findings must be regarded
with caution. All of our respondents came from economically disadvantaged
backgrounds; a disproportionate share resided in single-parent families. We
were unable to consider the role of important factors such as gender, or to
isolate the unique contzibutions of such variables as ethnicity, socioeconomic
background, and immigration starus. Within these particular economic and
ethnic niches, however, it appears that mutual trust, parental agency, family
obligation, and adolescent identity are part of a complex interplay of factors
underlying adolescents’ and parents’ opinions about sharing information con-
cerning the child’s peer relations, as well as the impact these assessments

~ have on each generation’s behavior. Attention to these factors should help us

understand ethnic differences in linkages between the family and peer worlds
of adolescents.
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