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Abstract

This study investigated whether the associations between (a) the quality of 
the parent-child relationship and peer acceptance and (b) early adolescents’ 
life satisfaction differed depending on the importance of family values in the 
respective culture. As part of the Value of Children Study, data from a sub-
sample of N = 1,034 adolescents (58% female, M age = 13.62 years, SD = 0.60 
years) from 11 cultures was analyzed. Multilevel analyses revealed a posi-
tive relation between parental admiration and adolescents’ life satisfaction 
independent of cultural membership. Further, the higher the importance 

 at GRAND VALLEY STATE UNIV LIB on May 20, 2013jea.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jea.sagepub.com/


56		  Journal of Early Adolescence 32(1)

of family values in a culture, the weaker was the positive effect of peer ac-
ceptance on adolescents’ life satisfaction. The results highlight the universal 
importance of parental warmth and support in adolescence and underline 
the effect of culturally shared family values on the role of peer acceptance 
for adolescent development.

Keywords

Parent-adolescent relationships, cross-cultural, family values, life satisfaction, 
peer relationships

In early adolescence, the onset of fundamental changes is observable in physi-
cal, cognitive, emotional, and social development (Collins & Steinberg, 2006). 
In a similar vein, life satisfaction undergoes changes across adolescence. Life 
satisfaction is part of the multifaceted construct of subjective well-being 
(SWB). SWB refers to people’s self-evaluation and includes emotional com-
ponents such as positive affect and lack of negative affect, and a cognitive 
component: life satisfaction. Life satisfaction comprises global and domain-
specific judgments about one’s own life (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). 
Recent studies have shown that global as well as domain-specific life satisfac-
tion decreases from early to middle adolescence (Casas et al., 2007; Goldbeck, 
Schmitz, Besier, Herschbach, & Henrich, 2007). In adult populations, SWB 
and its facets are predictors of physical and mental health (for a review see 
Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2003). However, only a few studies have investigated 
the predictive power of early adolescents’ life satisfaction for later develop-
ment (Huebner, 2004). So far, longitudinal studies including early adolescents 
have shown negative effects of early adolescent life satisfaction on both exter-
nalizing problems (Suldo & Huebner, 2004a) and internalizing problems 
(Huebner, Funk, & Gilman, 2000). Given the importance of early adolescents’ 
life satisfaction for adolescent development, in the present study we aim to 
investigate factors that contribute to higher life satisfaction.

In general, social relationships affect life satisfaction (Diener et al., 1999). 
In early adolescence, the relationship with parents starts to change remarkably. 
Individuation theory underlines that adolescents still need a close and support-
ive relationship with their parents. Often, the parent-child relationship changes 
into a less hierarchical, more partner-like relationship (Collins & Steinberg, 
2006). At the same time, early adolescents begin to spend increasingly more 
time with peers (Larson & Verma, 1999; Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). 
A major function of peers in adolescence is to support the individuation pro-
cess from parents and the adolescents’ identity development; this is one reason 
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for the increasing relevance of belonging to a peer group and being accepted 
by the peers (Rubin et al., 2006). Early adolescence is an important but never-
theless understudied period of life for investigating the contributions of the 
quality of the parent-child relationship and the adolescents’ peer group inte-
gration to adolescents’ life satisfaction.

Some studies support the association between parent-adolescent relation-
ships and adolescent life satisfaction. Based on data of the German household 
panel on older adolescents, Trzcinski and Holst (2008) showed an association 
between open and egalitarian communication with mothers and adolescents’ 
life satisfaction. Among United States as well as Spanish youth, support from 
parents was positively related to adolescent life satisfaction (Casas et al., 
2007; Suldo & Huebner, 2004b). This association was stronger in early ado-
lescence compared to middle and late adolescence (Suldo & Huebner, 2004b).

There is some evidence that the quality of peer relationships is associated 
with the life satisfaction of older adolescents (see the review of Huebner, 
2004) and for (Spanish) early and middle adolescents (Casas et al., 2007). 
However, none of the studies have investigated peer-group integration or 
peer acceptance. In a recent study on older children and early adolescents, 
Nickerson and Nagle (2004) found negative associations of adolescents’ life 
satisfaction with perceived alienation from parents and alienation from peers. 
The associations were comparable for boys and girls and for late childhood, 
preadolescence, and early adolescence. One study investigating the relation 
between parent and peer attachment and life satisfaction in early adolescence 
gives a hint on the relative importance of parents versus peers. The associa-
tion between parent attachment and life satisfaction was higher than the asso-
ciation between peer attachment and life satisfaction for both genders (Ma & 
Huebner, 2008).

However, all studies reported are based on Western samples. Given that 
cultures differ with respect to their cultural values and norms regarding fam-
ily and peer relationships, one might ask whether these specific social rela-
tionships contribute differently to early adolescents’ well-being in different 
cultures (Chen, French, & Schneider, 2006; Trommsdorff, 2006). Therefore, 
our study takes a cross-cultural perspective.

Individualism/Collectivism is an often-used cultural dimension for 
explaining cultural differences (Hofstede, 2001), but there is an ongoing 
debate regarding this concept. Individualism and collectivism might not rep-
resent two ends of a single dimension but instead might be relatively inde-
pendent. In many cultures one can find elements of both collectivism and 
individualism (Kagitcibasi, 1994; Triandis, 1994). Furthermore, researchers 
too often use individualism and collectivism as broad, general concepts 
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instead of acknowledging their multifaceted quality (Kagitcibasi, 1994; 
Triandis, 1994; Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002). This is underlined 
by a meta-analysis that showed that cross-cultural differences in individual-
ism and collectivism depended on the facets of these constructs used in the 
study (Oyserman et al. 2002). With respect to collectivism, especially the 
following aspects were relevant for detecting cultural differences: aspects of 
harmony, defining the self within the context, and acceptance of hierarchy. 
Because collectivism involves orientation toward an in-group (Oyserman et al, 
2002; Triandis, 1994), it seems important to refer to specific in-groups such 
as the family. Therefore, we decided to concentrate on aspects of collectivism 
that only concern the family. Family values are strongly related to collectiv-
ism (Hofstede, 2001; Trommsdorff, Mayer, & Albert, 2004) and family val-
ues are most relevant for our research questions.

Cultures high in family values emphasize the interdependence of family 
members; an independently defined self is not highly valued. In addition, 
family relations are more likely to be hierarchical, and family members are 
expected to show loyalty toward the family and respect and obedience to the 
older generations (Georgas, Berry, van de Vijver, Kagitcibasi, & Poortinga, 
2006; Hofstede, 2001; Trommsdorff, 2006).

A few studies have underlined the importance of positive parent-child 
relationships for adolescents’ life satisfaction in cultures high in family val-
ues. For example, among Chinese early adolescents, parental warmth was 
associated with higher life satisfaction (Leung, Wong, Wong, & McBride-
Chang, 2010). Based on longitudinal data, maternal warmth was positively 
related to an increase in life satisfaction across early adolescence (Leung, 
McBride-Chang, & Lai, 2004). These results are in line with the assumptions 
of the Parental Acceptance-Rejection Theory (Rohner, 1986): Parental acceptance—
comprising warmth, support, and estimation—is assumed to be universally 
positively associated with psychosocial adjustment of children and adoles-
cents (Khaleque & Rohner, 2002).

It seems, however, that the relevance of peer group integration or peer 
acceptance for early adolescents’ life satisfaction in cultures high in family 
values has not yet been investigated. Peer groups in East Asia do not function 
to achieve independence from the family in adolescent development as much 
as in Western cultures (Chen, Chang, & He, 2003; Leung, 1996), so they may 
be more relevant for socialization and adapting to cultural norms. In a similar 
vein, Nsamenang (2002) summarized that peers in Sub-Saharan Africa func-
tion to socialize adolescents with respect to norm orientation. For India, Verma 
and Saraswathi (2002) concluded that peers are less important for adolescents 
as compared to family. Thus, the function of peers in cultures high in family 
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values differs from that in Western cultures where the main function of the 
peer group is to fulfill individual needs of individuation, identity development, 
and intimacy. It seems, for cultures high in family values, there is less impor-
tance associated with integrating in a peer group. This might be reflected by 
the finding that adolescents in Asian samples spend less time with peers than 
do adolescents from the United States and Europe (see Larson, & Verma, 
1999). However, in the only study that has investigated links between peer 
acceptance and subjective well-being (SWB) from a cross-cultural perspec-
tive, no difference was found between older Chinese and U.S.-American ado-
lescents for the relation between peer acceptance and an affective facet of 
SWB, depressive symptoms (Greenberger, Chen, Tally, & Dong, 2000).

To our knowledge, only one study to date has investigated the influence of 
cultural values (here, individualism) on the association between (a) aspects of 
parents and peer relationships and (b) life satisfaction. This study involved an 
older population of junior college students from 31 nations (Diener & Diener, 
1995). The authors showed that the lower the individualism at the cultural 
level, the weaker the connection was between satisfaction with friends and 
general life satisfaction. However, the correlation between family satisfac-
tion and life satisfaction did not depend on culture-level individualism. Thus, 
culture may affect the importance of parent and peer relationships differently. 
Nevertheless, Larson and Verma (1999) concluded in their review that the 
developmental relevance of cultural differences in relationships with parents 
and peers is still unknown.

In sum, the aim of our study is to investigate how culture-level family 
values affect the individual-level effects of relationship quality with parents 
and peer acceptance on early adolescents’ life satisfaction. Therefore, multi-
level analyses were conducted (Nezlek, 2010). Our expectation concerning 
peer acceptance was based on the varying role of peers in cultures preferring 
traditional family values versus cultures emphasizing adolescents’ individu-
ation. We expected that the stronger the culture-level traditional family val-
ues, the weaker the associations would be between peer acceptance and early 
adolescents’ life satisfaction. Warm and accepting parent-adolescent rela-
tionships seem to be important in every culture (Diener & Diener, 1995; 
Kaleque & Rohner, 2002). Therefore, we expected to find positive relations 
between aspects of parental warmth and early adolescents’ life satisfaction 
independent of cultural values. Given that in cultures high in traditional fam-
ily values individuation from the family is not supported (Georgas et al., 
2006; Trommsdorff, 2006), we expected a different pattern for aspects of the 
parent-adolescent relationship that are related to a change from a hierarchical 
towards a partner-like relationship, such as self-disclosure, a facet of 
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intimacy. Therefore the higher the traditional family values in a culture, the 
weaker the association between intimacy and life satisfaction. The present 
study attempts to overcome some of the shortcomings of the previous research 
presented above by comparing young adolescents from cultures representing 
a wide range of sociocultural factors. Further, we explicitly consider family 
values at the cultural level in order to contribute to a culturally sensitive 
exploration of factors important for life satisfaction in early adolescence.

Method
Participants

This study is part of the cross-cultural study “Value of Children and Intergenerational 
Relations” (VOC study; Trommsdorff & Nauck, 2005), which has been carried 
out in 15 nations. The VOC study is a three-generation study that includes about 
300 early-to-middle adolescents, their mothers, and about 100 maternal grand-
mothers in each of the countries studied. Following the requirements of cross-
cultural research, we included countries from diverse geographical regions, 
which represent a wide range of cultural orientations toward family norms. In 
cultures where strong urban-rural differences continue to exist (i.e., China, India, 
Indonesia, Poland, South Africa, Turkey), samples from both rural and urban 
areas were included. In all other cultures, adolescents were recruited from subur-
ban or urban regions. The sampling was restricted to only a few locations within 
each country. Nevertheless, in China, France, Germany, Poland, and Turkey the 
samples came from several regions varying in geographical and socioeconomic 
characteristics. In India, Indonesia, Israel, Russia, South Africa, and the United 
States, the samples came only from one region but still with varying socioeco-
nomic characteristics.1 In multiethnic countries (Indonesia, Israel, South Africa, 
USA) ethnical homogeneous samples were collected because the samples sizes 
did not allow for further differentiations.1

The procedures of recruitment were adapted to the specific circumstances of 
the respective country. In most countries, families were recruited through the 
schools of the target adolescents (China, France, India, Indonesia, Poland, 
Russia, and the United States). Participants were also chosen through resident 
registration lists (rural China, Germany, rural India), by a random selection 
from telephone books (Israel) or by a multistage cluster procedure (South 
Africa). The data collection of the VOC core cultures (China, Germany, India, 
Indonesia, Israel, South Africa, Turkey) took place in the years 2002 and 2003. 
In France, the data were collected between 2002 and 2004, in Poland and the 
United states between 2005 and 2007, and in Russia in the years 2006 and 2007.
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For the present study, we only refer to samples of early adolescents 
between 10 and 14 years of age from 11 cultures. Four cultures from the 
original study were not included because of missing data on relevant vari-
ables or because no early adolescents were interviewed. A total of N = 1,034 
(58% female) adolescents participated in the study: China (n = 246), France 
(n = 31), Germany (n = 41), India (n = 51), Indonesia (n = 74), Israel (n = 56), 
Poland (n = 179), Russia (n = 38), South Africa (n = 128), Turkey (n = 121), 
and the United States (n = 69).

The mean age in the sample was 13.62 years (SD = 0.60 years) with sig-
nificant differences between the 11 cultures, F(10, 1,027) = 8.50, p < .001. 
The means and standard deviations of age per culture are shown in Table 1. 
Post-hoc Bonferroni tests (p < .05) revealed that the adolescents from 
Indonesia and India were significantly older than the adolescents from China, 
Israel, Poland, and Turkey. Age in the Chinese sample was significantly 
lower than in the German, South African, and U.S.-American samples and 
the Polish adolescents were significantly younger than the German, South 
African, and Turkish adolescents. The samples did not differ in the distribu-
tion of gender, χ2(10, N = 1,034) = 9.07, p > .05.

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Adolescents’ Age and of Culture-Level 
Indicators of Family Orientations

Culture N
Adolescents’ 
age, M (SD) Females %

Traditional 
values,a M

Family 
valuesb,  
M (SD)

China 246 13.46 (0.64) 58 −1.20 4.27 (0.49)
France   31 13.71 (0.53) 74 −.52 4.03 (0.55)
Germany   41 13.90 (0.30) 49 −1.35c 4.14 (0.38)
India   51 13.96 (0.20) 65 0.52 4.77 (0.45)
Indonesia   74 13.93 (0.25) 54 1.07 4.62 (0.30)
Israel   56 13.59 (0.53) 59 −0.26 4.47 (0.62)
Poland 179 13.54 (0.77) 60 0.43 4.27 (0.59)
Russia   38 13.71 (0.65) 60 −1.09 4.17 (0.56)
South Africa 128 13.77 (0.43) 57 1.09 4.72 (0.40)
Turkey 121 13.63 (0.58) 51 0.86 4.34 (0.62)
USA   69 13.74 (0.50) 61 0.52 4.14 (0.63)

a. Derived from the World Value Survey, positive values refer to a more traditional orientation; 
standard deviation was not reported.
b. Aggregated from reports of the adolescents of the VOC study.
c. Sample weighted mean of the values of East Germany (-1.17) and West Germany (-1.44).
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Given the young age of the participants, almost all adolescents went to 
school at the time of the interview (100% of the French, German, Israeli, 
Polish, U.S.-American adolescents). Among the remaining countries, n = 7 
Indian adolescents, n = 1 Chinese adolescent, n = 1 Russian adolescent, n = 1 
South African adolescent, n = 2 Indonesian adolescents, and n = 4 Turkish 
adolescents did not attend school anymore. For those cultures with samples 
from both rural and urban areas, the percentages of urban adolescents were: 
China 48%, India 24%, Indonesia 50%, Poland 62%, South Africa 44%, and 
Turkey 52%. In the following, the analyses were controlled for adolescent’s 
age, gender, and region (rural or urban).

Procedure
Adolescents completed the VOC study questionnaire for adolescents 
(Trommsdorff, Nauck, Schwarz, Chakkarath, & Schwenk, 2002). This stan-
dardized questionnaire contained questions concerning sociodemographic 
characteristics, the parent-child and grandmother-child relationships, parent-
ing, attachment, exchange of support between the generations within the 
family, adolescents’ family-related values and self-construals, their subjec-
tive well-being, peer relationships, and future plans. All language versions 
were translated from the original English version into the respective target 
language by a bilingual native speaker of the target language. The question-
naires were then back translated and inconsistencies were corrected in coop-
eration with the translators from the respective cultures. The data collection 
was comparable in all countries: Adolescents filled out the questionnaires in 
a separate place while trained female interviewers carried out the standard-
ized face-to-face interviews with the mothers of the adolescents.

Indicators at the Individual Level
The rate of missing data in the questionnaires was very low; with respect to the 
items used in the following analyses the rate was 7%. Further, all indicators 
were calculated as mean values of the respective items, resulting in 2% miss-
ing data.

Following a procedure suggested by Van de Vijver and Leung (1997), we 
tested the structural equivalence of the indicators across cultures. Factorial 
agreement between each culture’s factor solution and the pooled solution 
across all cultures was tested using Tucker’s Phi coefficients. Phi coefficients 
higher than .95 indicate factorial invariance, and coefficients between .90 and 
.95 indicate acceptable similarity.

 at GRAND VALLEY STATE UNIV LIB on May 20, 2013jea.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jea.sagepub.com/


Schwarz et al.	 63

Parent-adolescent relationship. Two characteristics of the perceived relation-
ship with mothers and fathers were adopted from the Network of Relationships 
Inventory (NRI; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985): Intimacy (e.g., “How often do 
you tell your mother/father everything that is on your mind?”; Cronbach’s αs 
.63-.90; Tucker’s Phis all ≥ .99) and admiration (e.g., “How often does your 
mother/father let you know that you are good at many things?”; Cronbach’s αs 
.76-.90; Tucker’s Phis all ≥ .99). For each scale, the adolescents rated six items 
on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Based on a problem 
with one item, the reliability and Tucker’s Phi for the French adolescents were 
too low. Thus, we decided to delete this item in the French sample, which 
resulted in a satisfying Cronbach’s α(.86). Whereas admiration assesses aspects 
of warmth, acceptance, and esteem, intimacy refers to self-disclosure, a  
partner-like aspect of the parent-child relationship that is more characteristic of 
Western cultures (Trommsdorff & Schwarz, 2007).

Peer acceptance. Here, we refer to one aspect of peer relationships: the 
perceived Peer Acceptance (Epstein, 1983; e.g., “People my age like to ask 
me to hang out with them.”). Items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The internal consistency of the 
seven items was satisfactory (Cronbach’s αs .61-.81; Tucker’s Phis ≥ .97, in 
South Africa, .92).

Life satisfaction. Adolescents reported on their well-being with one item 
concerning their general life satisfaction (Diener, Gohm, Suh, & Oishi, 
2000): “All things considered, how satisfied are you with life these days?” To 
overcome the problem of the questionable reliability of 1-item indicators, we 
also included four items on domain-specific satisfaction (friendship, family, 
school, and health; Henrich & Herschbach, 1995). Adolescents rated the 
items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not satisfied at all) to 5 (very satis-
fied). The internal consistency was satisfactory (Cronbach’s αs .60-.78, 
except for Germany with α = .53; Tucker’s Phis all ≥ .96). Thus, we aimed 
for an integrative indicator of life satisfaction across a broad set of contexts 
and living conditions that was comparable to those used in other studies in the 
field (for a review, see Huebner, 2004) and further that comprised both 
dimensions of the cognitive component of subjective well-being, namely 
general and domain-specific life satisfaction (Diener et al., 2003).

Culture-Level Indicators of Family Values
Here, we focused on two different indicators that characterize family values on 
a cultural level. Both indicators refer to family values although each with a 
specific emphasis, allowing for a broader view on this construct. Further, one 
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indicator refers to values of adults, the other to values of adolescents. Thus, we 
can investigate whose values on a cultural level are more important.

First, we characterized the 11 cultures with respect to the dimension 
Traditional Values from the World Value Survey (WVS; World Value Survey 
Association, 2009). This indicator was chosen because it comprises main 
aspects of traditional family values such as importance of the family, respect 
of hierarchy, and children’s obedience. The original scale was inversely 
recoded by the authors. After recoding, in cultures with high (positive) values 
on this indicator religious values, national pride, strong parent-child ties, 
hierarchy, and traditional family values are important. In cultures with low 
(negative) values on this indicator these values are not important (see Table 
1 for the means from the WVS). Here, we used information that reflects the 
value orientation of the adult population in the given country.

Second, we used an indicator aggregated from reports of the adolescents 
in our study. We used five items from the Family Values Scales (Georgas, 
1991), which refer to high feelings of family obligations, approval of chil-
dren’s obedience, and orientation toward the family instead of individuation 
(e.g., “A family’s problems should be solved within the family.”; “Children 
should obey their parents.”). Adolescents rated the five items on a 5-point 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The means and 
standard deviations per culture are documented in Table 1.

Results
Zero-order correlations of the individual-level indicators and the control 
variables (adolescents’ gender, age, and region) used in the study are pre-
sented in Table 2. Further, the two culture-level independent variables 
Traditional Values and Family Values were substantially positively related 
(r = .63, p < .05), and both were also positively related to the cultural means 
of our dependent variable Life Satisfaction (for Traditional Values: r = .78, 
p < .01; for Family Values: r = .83, p < .01).

Statistical Procedure and Model Building
We applied multilevel random coefficient modeling (Kreft & de Leeuw, 
1998; Luke, 2004; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) to test culture-level effects  
of family-related value orientations and individual-level effects of (a)  
relationship quality with parents and (b) peer acceptance on adolescents’  
life satisfaction. Of special interest are the cross-level interactions between 
the culture-level predictors and the individual-level predictors: How do  
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Table 2. Zero-order Correlations Among the Individual-Level Variables Used in the 
Study

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gendera —  
2. Age −.01 —  
3. Regionb −.03 .08** —  
4. Intimacy with parents .01 −.07** .03 —  
5. Admiration from parents −.01 −.06** .05 .58**** —  
6. Peer acceptance .03 .01 .05 .10*** .16**** —
7. Life satisfaction −.04 .00 −.08** .25**** .34**** .26****

Note. N = 1028-1038.
a. Boys coded as 0, girls as 1.
b. Rural coded as 0, urban as 1. Because the variables Intimacy with Parents, Admiration from Parents, and 
Peer Acceptance were entered group centered in the HLM analyses, they were standardized per culture 
before computing the correlations.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. ****p < .001.

culture-level family values affect the individual-level effects of relationship 
quality with parents and peer acceptance on life satisfaction? We entered the 
individual-level predictors group centered to remove all culture-level vari-
ance from the individual-level predictors. Thus, the regression coefficients of 
the individual-level predictors represent the respective within-culture average 
effect across all cultures. As control variables, at the individual-level adoles-
cents’ gender, age, and region (rural vs. urban; all cultures without this dis-
tinction were coded as urban) were included (uncentered, fixed effects).

Because the two culture-level predictors were substantially correlated at 
the cultural level, separate multilevel models were computed for each of the 
two culture-level predictors to avoid collinearity effects.

In a multilevel model with three predictors at the individual level (in the 
following we do not regard the control variables) and one predictor at the 
cultural level (separate models for each of the two culture-level predictors), 
two different kinds of regression equations are estimated. First, at the indi-
vidual level (Level 1), adolescents’ life satisfaction (LS) is regressed on ado-
lescents’ reported intimacy with parents (IP), perceived admiration from 
parents (AP), and their reported peer acceptance (PA) where j indicates the 
culture, i the adolescent within a culture, β the regression weights at the indi-
vidual level, and r the error term at the individual level:

LS
ij
 = β

0j
 + β

1j
IP + β

2j
AP + β

3j
PA + r

ij
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Second, at the cultural level, the regression weights of the individual-level 
equation (β

0j
, β

1j
, β

2j
, β

3j
; i.e., the cross-cultural variation in these regression 

weights) are regressed on each of the two culture-level predictors, traditional 
values (TV) and family values (FV), in separate models where j indicates the 
culture, γ the regression weights at the cultural level, and u the error term at 
the cultural level:

β
0j

 = γ
00

 + γ
01

TV/FV + u
0j

β
1j

 = γ
10

 + γ
11

TV/FV + u
1j

β
2j

 = γ
20

 + γ
21

TV/FV + u
2j

β
3j

 = γ
30

 + γ
31

TV/FV + u
3j

The use of the slash between TV and FV denotes that either traditional 
values or family values are included in separate models. Thus, with regard to 
β

0j
 the question is to what degree culture-level traditional values (TV) or fam-

ily values (FV), respectively, can predict the variation of adolescents’ life sat-
isfaction across cultures (i.e., the intercept) when all individual-level variables 
are taken into account. With regard to β

1j
, β

2j
, and β

3j
, the question is to what 

degree these culture-level values can explain cross-cultural differences in the 
regression slopes of the individual-level predictors intimacy with parents (IP), 
admiration from parents (AP), and peer acceptance (PA), respectively.

Following the suggestions of Luke (2004), we proceeded in a stepwise 
fashion starting with the variance component model or null model (only 
intercepts and error terms at both levels). Next, a model with only individual-
level predictors was estimated, followed by adding the culture-level predic-
tors in the final model. For the multilevel analysis, the program HLM 6 was 
used (Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, Congdon, & du Toit, 2004) and restricted 
maximum likelihood estimation was applied.

The model presented above is the generic multilevel model with random 
errors at the cultural level (Luke, 2004). This allows us to test (a) whether there 
is significant variation in the individual-level coefficients across cultures and 
(b) whether the variation remains significant after including the culture-level 
predictors, which should explain this variation according to our hypothesis.

Null Model and Individual-Level Model
The results of the null model showed a significant between-variance compo-
nent of u

0j
 = .0249, χ2 (10) = 91.14, p < .001, and a residual within-variance 

component of r
ij
 = .3296. Thus, the proportion of the between-variance  
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component to the overall variance in the model (intraclass correlation, ICC) 
was .0702, reflecting that about 7% of the overall variance in adolescents’ 
life satisfaction was due to cross-cultural differences.

In the next step, we used the variables Intimacy with Parents, Admiration 
from Parents, and Peer Acceptance as well as the control variables Gender, 
Age, and Region as predictors at the individual level (see Table 3, Model 1). 
The results of this individual-level model showed a nonsignificant effect of 
Intimacy with Parents on adolescents’ Life Satisfaction (γ

10
 = 0.05, ns) with a 

trend level significant variance component (u1j = .0041, p < .10), pointing to 
culturally different slopes of this predictor. The effect of Admiration from 
Parents on Life Satisfaction was positively significant (γ

20
 = 0.20, p < .001) 

while its variance component was nonsignificant (u
2j
 = .0030, ns). Thus, per-

ceived higher admiration from parents was related to higher life satisfaction 
similarly in all cultures. Finally, Peer Acceptance was significantly positively 
related to Life Satisfaction (γ

30
 = 0.21, p < .01), and this individual-level slope 

also varied significantly across cultures (u
3j
 = .0150, p < .01). With regard to 

the control variables in the model, Gender had a significant negative effect (γ
40

 = 
-0.07, p < .05) indicating slightly lower life satisfaction for girls as compared 
to boys, whereas the effect of Age was nonsignificant (γ

50
 = -0.03, ns). The 

effect of Region was significantly negative (γ
60

 = -0.12, p < .01), indicating a 
lower life satisfaction in urban as compared to rural adolescents.

To summarize the results of the individual-level model, Admiration from 
Parents was positively related to adolescents’ Life Satisfaction and this effect 
did not vary significantly across cultures. Intimacy with Parents was unre-
lated to Life Satisfaction on average across all cultures, but this effect showed 
trend-level significant variation across cultures. Finally, Peer Acceptance 
was positively related to Life Satisfaction, the strength of this effect varied 
significantly across cultures.

Adding Culture-Level Predictors
In the next step, we added culture-level predictors to explain the individual-
level variation of slopes across cultures. Because the slope of Admiration 
from Parents did not vary significantly, this slope was fixed and no culture-
level predictors were included. We included culture-level predictors for the 
slope of Intimacy with Parents, even though this slope showed only trend-
level significant variation. This was done because the power of the signifi-
cance test to detect varying slopes at Level 1 (random effects) is lower than 
the power to detect effects of Level 2 predictors on these slopes (fixed 
effects), especially in our case with a small number of Level 2 units (cultures).
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Traditional values (WVS). The results show that at the cultural level Tradi-
tional Values were significantly related to adolescents’ Life Satisfaction  
(γ

01
 = 0.13, p < .05) indicating that in cultures characterized by higher tradi-

tional values, adolescents were more satisfied with their lives than were ado-
lescents in cultures characterized by lower traditional values (see Table 3, 
Model 2a). With regard to the crucial cross-level interactions, the effect of 
Traditional Values on the slopes of both individual-level predictors was non-
significant (Intimacy with Parents: γ

11
 = -0.02, ns; Peer Acceptance: γ

31
 = 

-0.08, ns). The variance component of Intimacy with Parents was nonsignifi-
cant in this model (u1j = .0025, ns), and the variance component of Peer 
Acceptance was still significant (u

3j
 = .0118, p < .01). Thus, culture-level 

Traditional Values did not affect the way in which the relationship quality 
with parents and peer acceptance were related to adolescents’ life satisfaction 
across cultures.

Family values (VOC). At the cultural level, Family Values were significantly 
related to adolescents’ Life Satisfaction (γ

01
 = 0.48, p < .05), indicating that 

adolescents in cultures characterized by higher family values were more sat-
isfied with their lives than were adolescents in cultures characterized by 
lower family values (see Table 3, Model 2b). With respect to cross-level 
interactions, the effect of Family Values on the individual-level slope of Inti-
macy with Parents was significant only at a trend level (γ

11
 = -0.20, p < .10). 

Family Values had a significant negative effect on the slope of Peer Accep-
tance (γ

31
 = -0.48, p < .01), indicating that the positive effect of Peer Accep-

tance on adolescents’ Life Satisfaction was weaker in cultures that place 
greater importance on Family Values than it is in cultures that place less 
importance on Family Values. In this model, the variance components of 
Intimacy with Parents (u

1j
 = .0016, ns) and the variance component of Peer 

Acceptance were not any more significant (u
3j

 = .0027, ns).
To summarize, culture-level Family Values had a significant effect on the 

way in which peer acceptance was related to adolescents’ life satisfaction 
across cultures: the higher the family values on average in a culture, the 
weaker the positive association of Peer Acceptance and Life Satisfaction was 
in the respective culture.

Discussion
The aim of the study was to investigate whether the associations between (a) the 
quality of the parent-child relationship and peer acceptance and (b) early ado-
lescents’ life satisfaction differed depending on the importance of family values 
in the respective culture. The analyses revealed a positive relation between 
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parental admiration of the adolescents and adolescents’ life satisfaction across 
all cultures. Further, the more important family values in the respective culture, 
the lower was the association between peer acceptance and adolescents’ life 
satisfaction. In the following, the findings are discussed in detail.

In the present study, the individual-level effects showed that both per-
ceived admiration from parents and peer acceptance were positively related 
to adolescents’ life satisfaction across cultures. These results are in line with 
the general notion that the quality of social relationships is important for life 
satisfaction (Diener et al., 1999). Here, we showed that this is the case across 
a number of very different cultures. Success in relationships with peers and a 
positive quality of the parent-child relationship are both relevant for early 
adolescents’ well-being, independent of their cultural background.

Although there was an overall positive association between peer accep-
tance and life satisfaction, the strength of this individual-level effect varied 
significantly across the cultural contexts. This result clearly points to cultural 
differences in the importance of peer acceptance, at least when the aggre-
gated adolescents’ family values from the VOC study were considered. The 
variation can be explained by culture-level endorsement of family values: 
higher culture-level family values (such as India and South Africa, see also 
Table 1) were related to a lower importance of peer acceptance for adoles-
cents’ life satisfaction. This result is in line with Diener and Diener’s (1995) 
study on older adolescents, which found stronger relations between satisfac-
tion with friends and global life satisfaction in individualistic cultures. Our 
study adds to these findings by investigating aspects of peer relationships that 
are psychologically more distinct from life satisfaction than the “satisfaction 
with friends” measure used by Diener and Diener.

The result supports our hypothesis that peers are more important for ado-
lescents from cultures that emphasize greater independence from the family 
(in our study for instance France, Germany and the United States; see Table 1): 
In these cultures, peers support the adolescent in detaching from parents and 
developing an independent identity in a cultural context of independence 
(Collins & Steinberg, 2006). In cultures that emphasize family values, peer 
groups function to encourage the adolescent to adapt to the social norms in 
the culture (Chen et al., 2003; Leung, 1996; Nsamenang, 2002). These func-
tions might not be as relevant for well-being as the function of individuation 
in less family-oriented cultures.

In addition, we did not find cross-cultural variation in the relation between 
admiration by parents and early adolescents’ life satisfaction. This result is 
also in line with the results of Diener and Diener (1995). In their study, the 
association between satisfaction with family and global satisfaction was 
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independent of the degree of individualism in the culture. Thus, our findings 
support the assumption of some authors (e.g., Khaleque & Rohner, 2002) that 
parental warmth and acceptance are important for early adolescents relatively 
independent of the respective cultural values.

However, the association between intimacy with parents and life satisfac-
tion of early adolescents seemed to vary across cultures, although the respec-
tive effect reached only trend-level significance. The present study could 
only show a tendency that these cultural differences in the effect of intimacy 
can be explained by cultural differences in family values. From our perspec-
tive, it remains an open question whether high intimacy (as an indicator for 
self-disclosure, a more partner-like behavior in the parent-child relationship) 
is more important for early adolescents’ life satisfaction in cultures that 
emphasize independence from the family.

Finally, the adolescents’ aggregated family values were much more pow-
erful predictors of cross-cultural variations with respect to the role of peer 
acceptance for their life satisfaction than were the traditional values taken 
from the World Value Survey which included adult respondents. The norms 
and values that are reflected in the behavior and communication of peers 
seem to be of greater relevance to adolescents than more distant values 
expressed in the larger society by adults. However, this does not mean that 
the traditional values from the WVS were not related to the adolescents’ life 
satisfaction at all. The high correlation of the WVS indicator and the family 
values aggregated across the participants of the VOC study point to a connec-
tion between adolescents’ and larger society’s family values.

Furthermore, both culture-level indicators were similarly related to ado-
lescents’ life satisfaction. High traditional family values at a cultural level 
(WVS and VOC indicators) were related to higher adolescent life satisfac-
tion. This is contrary to the very solid finding that individuals in individual-
istic cultures show higher well-being (Suh & Koo, 2008). This is often 
interpreted by the cultural norm of self-enhancement in individualistic cul-
tures and the norms of modesty and self-criticism in collectivistic cultures 
(Kornadt, 2009). These findings as well as the interpretations of these studies 
refer to adult samples. In the present study, however, we investigated early 
adolescents for whom we do not have comparable findings from larger, rep-
resentative studies. So, it remains an open question as to whether and in what 
respect young adolescents have been socialized to follow the prevalent cul-
tural norms in their self-reports. Further, we did not use a measure of indi-
vidualism but instead family values at the cultural level. Although the cultures 
in the study also represent a broad range of individualism (United States is 
very high in individualism; France, Germany, India, Israel, Japan, Poland, 
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South Africa are in the middle; and China, Indonesia, Russia, and Turkey are 
rather low; Hofstede, 2001) the assignment of these cultures to individualism 
does not perfectly correspond to the indicators of family orientation we used 
(see Table 1).

With respect to the control variables, a gender difference was found; girls 
were less satisfied with their life than boys. In his review, Huebner (2004) 
came to the conclusion that there is no gender difference in life satisfaction 
from childhood to adolescence. However, he referred to samples from 
Western cultures. So, it might be that gender differences occur in non- 
Western cultures. However, the effect in the present study is of small size and 
should not be overestimated. Early adolescents from rural areas were signifi-
cantly more satisfied with life than age-mates from urban areas. This result 
corresponds to the above discussed result of a positive association between 
traditional family values and life satisfaction since individuals from rural 
areas hold more traditional values. Surprisingly, we did not find an age effect 
on life satisfaction. Two studies have shown that life satisfaction decreases 
from early to middle adolescence (Casas et al., 2007; Goldbeck, et al., 2007). 
However, the present study comprised only early adolescents representing an 
age range which might be too narrow to detect age effects.

Study Limitations and Strength
One limitation of the present study is the relatively low number of cultures 
in the analyses. Random coefficient multilevel modeling requires a substan-
tial number of Level 2 units (cultures) to obtain reliable estimates and to have 
enough statistical power to detect significant relations. The 11 cultures 
included in the current study represent a small number of Level 2 units. 
Though simulation studies suggest that multilevel models with less than 30 
Level 2 units can lead to biased estimates of the second-level standard errors 
(Maas & Hox, 2005), Bond and van de Vijver (2010) argue that a minimum 
of 10 cultures may suffice for multilevel modeling. Though we are aware 
that questions of reliability and power remain, we are convinced that our 
multilevel models with relatively low numbers of Level 2 units contribute to 
a culturally sensitive understanding of factors relevant for early adolescents’ 
life satisfaction. This is especially important because in cross-cultural 
research, large-scale studies including early adolescents from such a high 
number of cultures are rare.

A second limitation of the study lies in the cross-sectional character of the 
data because it does not allow for causal interpretations. Although our design 
suggests that parent and peer relationships affect adolescents’ life 
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satisfaction, the opposite direction of influence is also possible as two recent 
1-year longitudinal studies have shown for parent and peer relationships 
(Martin, Huebner, & Valois, 2008; Saha, Huebner, Suldo, & Valois, 2010).

Further, the unequal sample sizes might be critical. However, in order to 
optimize the statistical power we did not reduce the larger samples in the 
analyses. Due to the small sample sizes per culture and limitations of recruit-
ment the samples cannot be considered as representative. Additionally, the 
small samples in some cultures are susceptible to possible outlier effects.

Further research on this topic should analyze the relations in a longer 
period of time. This will provide insight into possible changes in the relative 
importance of parents and peers across adolescence. The measure of intimacy 
in relation to parents comprised only one aspect of this construct, namely 
self-disclosure. Emotional attachment as another aspect was not covered 
(Shulman, Laursen, Kalman, & Karpovsky, 1997). Results from cross- 
cultural studies might differ from the present findings if emotional attach-
ment is considered, since this aspect comes closer to traditional concepts of 
parent-child relationships. In the present study, we only measured one aspect 
of peer relationships, peer acceptance. The quality of the peer relations should 
also be considered in the future.

The present study has its strength in contributing to a better understanding 
of the culture-specific importance of different social relationships for life sat-
isfaction in early adolescence. This is a developmental period for which sub-
jective well-being has not been investigated intensively in the past. Given the 
strong connection between life satisfaction and both physical and mental 
health, our findings also have practical importance. Efforts to enhance early 
adolescents’ life satisfaction by improving the quality of parent-child and peer 
relationships will be successful depending on the prevailing cultural values.
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Note

1.	 More specifically, the regions for data collection were the following: China: Beijing, 
Henan Province, Yunnan Province, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous region; France: 
Paris and its suburban areas, Bordeaux and surroundings and from small towns in 
rural areas in France; Germany: Chemnitz, Essen, Konstanz; India: Varanasi City 
(urban) Naugarh Block of Chandauli District (rural); Indonesia: Bandung (urban) 
and surroundings (rural) (almost 90% were Sundanese); Israel: Jerusalem and sub-
urbs (the sample comprises only Jewish participants); Poland: Szczecin, Białystok, 
Bydgoszcz, Łodz, Czestochowa, Krakow, Wroclaw; Russia: Nizhnij Novgorod; 
South Africa: Limpopo Province (all participants were Black Africans); Turkey: 
Istanbul and two small villages from Western and Eastern Turkey; United States: 
Grand Rapids, MI and surrounding areas (98% of the participants were Whites).
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