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The frequency of advice about life plans that older adolescents in always-married
and divorced families received from mothers, fathers, and siblings was exam-
ined. Also, a pattern-analytic approach that grouped adolescents according to
the amount of advice about life plans received from each parent and a sibling
was employed to explore the connections between patterns of advice and adoles-
cents’ future occupational, educational, and family plans. The sample included
544 and 95 older adolescents in always-married and divorced families, respec-
tively. Findings suggested that while adolescents relied on mothers for advice in
both always-married and divorced families, adolescents in divorced families de-
pended on fathers and siblings for advice less often than did adolescents in always-
married families. Although there was some evidence of family context differences
in the connections between patterns of advice and life plans, overall, adolescents
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in both family contexts who received more advice from a parent and, in some cases,
a sibling compared to other adolescents were the most positive about their future
life plans.

INTRODUCTION

As part of the identity formation process during late adolescence, youth make
decisions about their occupational, familial, and educational plans. It is during this
time that adolescents may seek advice from family members with whom they have
a long and established relationship and who may hold similar values and can serve
as a testing ground for future plans. A limited number of studies indicate that
adolescents do discuss life plans with parents (e.g., Barber, 1994; Hunter, 1985;
Youniss and Smollar, 1985); however, mothers’ versus fathers’ roles in adolescents’
decision-making process about life plans is relatively unexplored. Also, little is
known about siblings’ role in adolescents’ identity development. Although siblings
are less close in adolescence than at earlier ages, adolescent siblings do serve as
confidants and sources of advice (Buhrmester, 1992; Tuckeret al., 1997). Because
adolescence is a time when youth may have difficulty discussing emotionally laden
issues with parents, it may be helpful for adolescents to talk with siblings in con-
junction with or instead of talking with mothers and fathers about life plans. In addi-
tion, at times youth may prefer the reciprocal banter that tends to characterize ado-
lescent sibling relationships (Buhrmester, 1992) when discussing life plans to what
may be experienced as more directive and goal-oriented pressures from a parent.

The advice youth receive from parents and siblings about their life plans may
be related to nature of their family context. Adolescents in divorced families may
be faced with an extra challenge in formulating life plans because, after a divorce,
patterns of interaction and family members’ relationships and roles change (e.g.,
Hines, 1997; Kanoyet al., 1984; MacKinnon, 1989). Moreover, nonresidential
fathers are less available as sources of advice (Barber, 1994), and mothers may
emphasize different life goals for their adolescents because of their divorce ex-
perience (Barber and Eccles, 1992). Thus, the amount and content of advice that
adolescents receive from parents and siblings regarding life plans may vary across
always-married and divorced family contexts. The goals of this study were (1) to
describe and compare the extent of advice about life plans older adolescents re-
ceived from mothers, fathers, and siblings in always-married and divorced families;
and (2) to discern meaningful patterns of advice from these family sources that
predict adolescents’ feelings of confidence about their future plans.

Researchers have hypothesized that there are important connections between
the nature of parent–child and sibling relationships. According to social learning
theory and as evidenced in some work, there iscongruenceacross family expe-
riences: positivity in parent–child relationships is generally linked to positivity
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in sibling relationship experiences (Brodyet al., 1992, 1994; Conger and Conger,
1996; Seigner, 1998). Other work, however, has shownincongruenceacross family
experiences; a sibling may serve as a substitute or compensate for the inadequacies
of a parent (Boeret al., 1992; Dunn, 1988; Hetherington, 1988). To date, more
empirical advice has been found for the congruence than the compensation pattern.
In this study, we explore whether patterns of advice adolescents receive from par-
ents and siblings about life plans are congruent, incongruent, or contingent upon
contextual factors.

To explore how patterns of advice from mothers, fathers, and siblings about
life plans in always-married and divorced families might be linked to the identity
formation process, we employed a pattern-analytic approach (Magnusson, 1988).
In contrast to variable-oriented approaches that focus on the relationships between
variables, the pattern-analytic approach emphasizes the nature and variability of
individuals’ experiences. In this study, the pattern-analytic approach highlights
the variability across families in the patterns of advice about life plans adoles-
cents receive from parents and siblings. Specifically, we used a pattern-analytic
approach that combined the frequency of advice that older adolescents in always-
married or divorced families received from mothers, fathers, and siblings about
future plans. These patterns were then used to predict adolescents’ certainty and
expected success in occupational, educational, and family plans. For each fam-
ily structure, 4 groups were created reflecting either congruence or incongruence
in advice frequency across parent–child and sibling relationships. The congruent
groups included adolescents who relied relatively more (Higher parent/Higher
sibling) or less (Lower parent/Lower sibling) on both a parent and a sibling for
advice about life plans than adolescents in other families. Incongruent groups
included adolescents who talked to a parent more and to a sibling less (Higher
parent/Lower sibling), or adolescents who received less advice from a parent
and more advice from a sibling (Lower parent/Higher sibling) compared to other
adolescents.

Previous examinations of congruence and compensation patterns across
parent–child and sibling relationships have focused on a single family structure
(e.g., always-marriedor divorced); however, comparison of these patterns across
family structures is needed. As noted, family members’ relationships and roles
change after divorce. Following divorce, noncustodial fathers are less likely than
always-married fathers to be a primary target for discussion about school and ca-
reers (Barber, 1994; Smollar and Youniss, 1985). Previous research has shown that
the importance and nature of children’s relationships with noncustodial parents is
based less on quantity and more on quality of interaction (Amato, 1993; Amato
and Gilbreth, 1999; Emery, 1988). If there is a poor relationship history and/or
poor advice from their divorced fathers, adolescents may limit the frequency of
interaction with their fathers about future plans. Because fathers are not a frequent
resource for advice about life plans in divorced families, adolescents may rely
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more heavily on other family resources. It may be that a compensation pattern
(Lower parent/Higher sibling) between father–child and sibling relationships may
be more frequent in divorced families than in always-married families. This pattern
has been found in other studies of sibling relationship experiences in divorced and
disharmonious families (Hetherington, 1988; Jenkins, 1992). A congruent Higher
parent/Higher sibling pattern between a parent and sibling in divorced families
may also, in some cases, reflect another type of compensation pattern: Adoles-
cents in divorced families may rely more than is typical on their mother and a
sibling to compensate for infrequent advice from their father.

In addition to describing links between patterns of congruence or incongru-
ence and family contexts, it is also important to consider whether parents and
siblings provide advice that is equally associated with confidence about identity
in occupational, educational, and family domains. As suggested by Eccles’ ex-
pectancy value model (Eccles, 1983), parents make important contributions to the
development of their children’s expectancies and goals (important components of
identity) by conveying their expectancies for their children’s future via discussions
and advice giving. As such, parents’ beliefs about their children’s abilities and plans
are closely related to their children’s expectancies and future plans. Siblings, like
parents, may contribute to youth’s identity formation process through discussions
and advice giving and this may be particularly true for older and more experi-
enced siblings. Perhaps discussions with mothers, fathers, and siblings all help
give adolescents confidence in their choices and abilities to achieve their goals. It
may be that adolescents who receive relatively more advice about their plans from
parents and siblings (a Higher parent/Higher sibling pattern) compared to other
adolescents may have the most firm occupational identity and more positive future
expectations.

But how important are siblings? Some siblings, particularly those who are
younger, may be ill-equipped to offer advice about future adult roles. We might
therefore expect a Higher parent/Lower sibling pattern of advice to be linked to
more positive attitudes and expectations about future options when compared with
Lower parent/Higher sibling and Lower parent/Lower sibling patterns. Although
relying on fewer familial resources than adolescents with a Higher parent/Higher
sibling pattern, adolescents who have a Higher parent/Lower sibling pattern still
have input from a parent (from whom advice about future plans is expected),
and therefore they may feel just as confident and positive about their occupational,
educational, and family plans as adolescents with the Higher parent/Higher sibling
pattern. Alternatively, if siblings make significant contributions over and above
those of parents, those adolescents with a Higher parent/Higher sibling pattern
would be more advantaged than the Higher parent/Lower sibling adolescents.

Because we expect parental advice to be especially important, Lower parent/
Lower sibling and Lower parent/Higher sibling advice patterns are predicted to
be associated with less positive identity development. Specifically, these patterns
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may be related to a weaker occupational identity and a more negative outlook
for the future. For both of these advice patterns, adolescents receive or seek little
input from a parent—an important and influential familial resource with regard to
occupational, educational, family, and life experiences and expectations. Of the
4 advice patterns, adolescents with a Lower parent/Lower sibling pattern may
be the most negative about their future life plans because they receive the least
amount of family input, and thus feel the least confident and hopeful in their identity
formation. Lower parent/Higher sibling adolescents (those who receive less advice
than is typical from a parent but more advice than is typical from a sibling) may
feel somewhat positive about their future options because they do have a familial
resource and, as noted, sometimes it may be helpful for adolescents to talk to a
sibling instead of a parent. The Lower parent/Higher sibling pattern may be most
beneficial for adolescents who have an older and more experienced sibling who can
provide advice similar in nature to a parent’s. Because parental advice about future
plans is important, however, Lower parent/Higher sibling adolescents may have
less positive identity development than adolescents with the Higher parent/Higher
sibling or Higher parent/Lower sibling advice patterns.

METHODS

Participants

The data are from the 6th wave of the Michigan Study of Adolescent Life Tran-
sitions (MSALT), an ongoing longitudinal study of normative and nonnormative
transitions during adolescence and young adulthood. These data were collected in
1990 when participants were seniors in high school (M = 18.0 years, SD= 1.29).
The demographic characteristics of the sample reflected the 9 predominately white
middle- and working class school districts in southeastern Michigan from which
the data were collected.

The present study included only adolescents from always-married families
and divorced families. The sample was restricted further to adolescents whose
siblings were between 13 and 28 years of age because of the domains of life
plans being examined (i.e., occupation, education, and family); it is unlikely that
adolescents would receive advice about life plans from preadolescent siblings. The
final sample included 544 and 95 adolescents from always-married and divorced
families, respectively.

Procedures

At the 6th wave of MSALT, adolescents filled out a questionnaire focused
on topics such as the nature of their relationships with parents and siblings, and
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future plans. Questions about the advice adolescents received from their siblings
were included only at the 6th wave. Participants were given 90 min to complete
the questionnaire in their school cafeterias with research staff members present to
answer questions. Questionnaires and postage-paid return envelopes were mailed
to adolescents who had participated in previous waves of data collection but were
absent on the day of the survey.

Measures

Family structurewas determined by adolescents’ answers to the following
question: “Are your biological (‘natural’) parents: (check one) Married and living
together, Divorced, Separated, Never married and living together, Never married
and not living together, Widowed?” Those adolescents from divorced families who
answered a second question indicating their custodial parent was remarried were
excluded from our analyses. Adolescents from remarried families were excluded
from the sample even though they have experienced a parental divorce because
they have a step parent in the home and a nonresidential parent outside the home.
Although the role of stepparents may be important, we did not include questions
about step parent advice, and therefore excluded these families from the analyses.
The average length of time since the divorce was almost 6 years (M = 5.62,SD=
1.94). The majority of adolescents in divorced families lived with their mothers
(79%).

Advice about life plans from mothers, fathers, and siblingscomposite vari-
ables were created by calculating the mean of 5 Likert-type items about the fre-
quency and helpfulness of talking about future job, education, and family plans with
mothers, fathers, and siblings (e.g., “My [mother/father/sibling(s)] and I talk about
my future job and educational plans,” “Talks with my [mother/father/sibling(s)]
have helped me to make family plans”). All of the items had a response scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (a lot). The Cronbach’s alphas for the composites
ranged from 0.88 to 0.94. The range of the composite variables was from 1 to 7
for adolescents in both family contexts. This composite is similar to a composite
used in previous research (Tuckeret al., 1997) but 2 items regarding advice about
personal problems were dropped because they are less relevant to the identity
formation process in educational, work, and family domains.

Future occupational identitywas determined by 3 Likert-type 7-point items.
After adolescents indicated what job they would like to have when they are 30 years
of age, they answered the following 3 questions regarding their occupational
choice: “How sure are you that this is the kind of job you would like? How much
have you thought about this choice? and How likely do you think it is that you
will have this kind of job?” Higher scores reflect greater certainty and more opti-
mism about attaining the hoped-for occupation. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale
was 0.77.
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Expectations for college graduation successwere measured by 1 Likert-type
item, “When you think about your future how likely do you think the following
will be in the next 10–15 years: you will graduate from college?” rated on a
7-point scale. A higher score implies greater expected likelihood of graduating
from college.

Expectations for family successincluded 4 Likert-type items rated on a
7-point scale. Items focused on adolescents’ expectations about future marriage
and parenting plans. Items were “When you think about your future, how likely
do you think each of the following will be: You will get married? You will
have a successful, happy marriage? You will have children? You will be a suc-
cessful parent (raising happy, well-adjusted children)” Higher scores indicate
more positive future family expectations. Cronbach’s alpha for this measure
was 0.85.

RESULTS

Descriptive Analyses of Advice From Mothers, Fathers,
and Siblings About Life Plans

A series of 2 (Adolescent Sex)× 2 (Family Structure) analysis of variance
(ANOVAs) examined sex and family structure differences in receiving advice
from mothers, fathers, and siblings about life plans. For these and all significant
ANOVA results, we calculated effect sizes with thed statistic (Cohen, 1988). A
d statistic of 0.20 is a small effect, ad of 0.50 a medium effect, and ad of 0.80
a large effect (Rosnow and Rosenthal, 1989). Females (M = 4.68,SD= 1.65)
received more advice than males did (M = 4.11,SD= 1.48) from their mothers
(F(1, 630)= 17.43, p < 0.0001;d = 0.36). The same was true for sibling advice
(F(1, 635)= 11.55, p < 0.001;d = 0.30), with females (M = 3.43,SD= 1.71)
receiving more advice than males (M = 2.96,SD= 1.60). In terms of family
structure differences, adolescents in always-married families (M = 3.83,SD=
1.50) received more advice about life plans from fathers than did adolescents
in divorced families (M = 2.93,SD= 1.61;F(3, 618)= 24.72, p < 0.0001;
d = 0.58). Further, adolescents in always-married families (M = 3.27,SD=
1.66) received more input about life plans from siblings than did adolescents in di-
vorced families (M = 3.00,SD= 1.77;F(1, 635)= 3.49, p < 0.06;d = 0.16).
There were no significant interaction effects.

As a basis for creating pattern groups, categorical variables were created for
adolescents in each family structure by dividing the composite variables for advice
from mothers, fathers, and siblings about life plans at the midpoint (4) of the 7-point
scale, with 4–7 designated as “Higher” and less than 4 designated as “Lower.” Chi-
squared analyses were conducted to explore the relative frequency with which ado-
lescents received advice from parents and siblings about life plans in each family
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Table I. Reports of Frequency of Advice From Mothers and Siblings
in Always-Married Families (N = 544)

Talk to siblings

Talk to mothers Higher Lower

Higher 159 (29%) 198 (37%)
Lower 50 (9%) 137 (25%)

χ2 16.43∗∗∗

∗∗∗ p < 0.001.

structure. For adolescents in always-married families, both chi-squared analyses
of advice from mothers and siblings (χ2(1, N = 544)= 16.43, p < 0.001) and
advice from fathers and siblings (χ2(1, N = 544)= 14.22, p < 0.001) were sig-
nificant. Slightly more adolescents reported congruent (54 and 57% for Mother/
Sibling and Father/Sibling patterns, respectively) than incongruent (46 and 43%
for Mother/Sibling and Father/Sibling patterns, respectively) advice patterns (see
Tables I and II). A Higher mother/Higher sibling pattern was reported 29% and a
Higher father/Higher sibling pattern was reported 24% of the time by adolescents.
Adolescents who received higher amounts of advice from a sibling also were more
likely to receive higher amounts of advice from their mothers (76%) and fathers
(63%). However, adolescents who often discussed future plans with mothers (56%)
and fathers (54%) were less likely to rely on a sibling. A compensatory pattern
(Lower parent/Higher sibling) was uncommon (9 and 14% for mothers and fathers,
respectively).

Generally, the chi-squared analyses for always-married families revealed that
adolescents were more likely to receive higher than lower levels of advice from
mothers and lower than higher amounts of advice from siblings, and about equally
likely to receive higher and lower levels of advice from fathers about future plans.
The chi-squared analyses of advice from parents and siblings in divorced families
were not significant.

Table II. Reports of Frequency of Advice From Fathers and Siblings
in Always-Married Families (N = 544)

Talk to siblings

Talk to father Higher Lower

Higher 132 (24%) 156 (29%)
Lower 77 (14%) 179 (33%)

χ2 14.22∗∗∗

∗∗∗ p < 0.001.
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Patterns of Advice From Parents and Siblings About Life Plans

Two pattern variables were created from the 3 dichotomous variables: (1) fre-
quency of advice from mothers and siblings (Mother/Sibling), and (2) frequency
of advice from fathers and siblings (Father/Sibling) for adolescents in each family
type. Each variable had 4 levels (i.e., Higher/Higher, Lower/Lower, Higher/Lower,
Lower/Higher).

Chi-squared analyses were used to examine differences in adolescents’ pat-
terns of advice in always-married and divorced families. There were no family
structure differences in Mother/Sibling patterns. In contrast, analyses for the
Father/Sibling pattern indicated significant family structure differences in adoles-
cents’ patterns of advice about life plans in always-married and divorced families
(χ2(1, N = 639)= 18.20, p < 0.001). Adolescents in always-married families
were more likely to receive a higher level of advice from fathers (53%) than
adolescents in divorced families (32%). Also, the Lower/Lower Father/Sibling
advice pattern was more common in divorced (50%) than in always-married fami-
lies (30%). Finally, when adolescents relied on siblings for higher levels of advice,
adolescents were more likely to receive lower levels of advice from fathers in
divorced (63%) than in always-married (37%) families, suggesting that a compen-
sation pattern may be more frequent in divorced than in always-married families
(see Table III).

Differences Between Advice Pattern Groups

We performed analyses to determine how the advice patterns that combined a
parent and a sibling were linked to the frequency of advice from the other parent and
whether family structure moderated any relations. We explored these connections
using a 2 (Family structure)× 4 (Advice pattern) ANOVA for each advice pattern
variable (i.e., Mother/Sibling, Father/Sibling) to examine group differences in ad-
vice from the other parent. For the Mother/Sibling advice pattern and its links to

Table III. Patterns of Advice From Fathers and Siblings in
Always-Married (N = 544) and Divorced Families (N = 95)

Always-married Divorced

Higher/Higher 132 (24%) 11 (12%)
Lower/Lower 179 (33%) 48 (50%)
Higher/Lower 156 (29%) 17 (20%)
Lower/Higher 77 (14%) 19 (18%)

χ2 18.20∗∗∗

∗∗∗ p < 0.001.
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Fig. 1. Father advice by Mother/Sibling advice patterns in always-married and divorced families.

receiving advice from fathers, Family structure (F(1, 614)= 10.91, p < 0.001)
and Mother/Sibling advice (F(3, 614)= 4.20, p < 0.01) were significant, and
were further qualified by a Family Structure× Mother/Sibling Pattern interac-
tion (F(3, 614)= 4.83, p < 0.01). Follow-up Least Significant Difference tests
indicated that adolescents in always-married families with Higher/Higher and
Higher/Lower Mother/Sibling advice patterns talk more frequently with their
fathers than adolescents with Lower/Lower (d = 1.11, d = 0.75, respectively)
and Lower/Higher (d = 0.96, d = 0.64, respectively) Mother/Sibling patterns.
In addition, adolescents with Higher/Higher advice patterns received more ad-
vice from their fathers than did adolescents with Higher/Lower advice patterns
in always-married families (d = 0.32). In divorced families there were no signifi-
cant differences in advice from fathers about life plans by Mother/Sibling advice
pattern (see Fig. 1).

An ANOVA for the frequency of advice from mothers by Father/Sibling
advice pattern and family structure revealed a significant Father/Sibling advice
effect (F(3, 626)= 9.48, p < 0.001) which was qualified by a Family Structure×
Father/Sibling Pattern interaction effect (F(3, 626)= 3.89, p < 0.01). Adoles-
cents in always-married families with a Higher/Higher Father/Sibling pattern
relied on their mothers more than did adolescents in the Lower/Lower (d = 1.11),
Higher/Lower (d = 0.39), and Lower/Higher (d = 0.62) groups. Also, adoles-
cents in always-married families with a Higher/Lower Father/Sibling pattern
received more frequent advice from mothers than did adolescents with a Lower/
Lower (d = 0.71) advice pattern. In divorced families, adolescents with a Lower/
Lower Father/Sibling advice pattern received lower levels of advice from mothers
than did adolescents with a Lower/Higher (d = 0.86) advice pattern (see Fig. 2).

Next, we explored whether adolescents’ advice patterns were signifi-
cantly associated with their siblings’ age using two 2 (Family Structure)× 4
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Fig. 2. Mother advice by Father/Sibling advice patterns in always-married and divorced families.

(Advice Pattern) ANOVAs. For both the Mother/Sibling and Father/Sibling ad-
vice patterns, adolescents with either Higher/Higher or Lower/Higher patterns had
siblings who were older than adolescents with Lower/Lower or Higher/Lower
patterns (F(3, 631)= 13.07, p < 0.001;F(3, 631)= 11.13, p < 0.001; for the
Mother/Sibling and Father/Sibling patterns, respectively; see Table IV for means
and effect sizes). There were no Family Structure or Family Structure× Advice
Pattern effects.

Advice Patterns and Life Plans

A series of 2 (Family Structure)× 4 (Advice Pattern) ANOVAs in conjunc-
tion with follow-up Least Significant Difference tests was conducted to examine

Table IV. Means (and Standard Deviations) for Adolescents’ Parent/Sibling Advice Patterns by
Siblings’ Ages

Siblings’ age

M SD d statistic

Mother/Sibling advice
Higher/Higher 19.78a 3.07 H/H vs. L/L= 0.56
Lower/Lower 17.99b 3.33 H/H vs. H/L= 0.73
Higher/Lower 17.46b 3.31 L/H vs. L/L= 0.84
Lower/Higher 20.68a 3.31 L/H vs. H/L= 0.97

Father/Sibling advice
Higher/Higher 19.94a 2.80 H/H vs. L/L= 0.65
Lower/Lower 17.95b 3.32 H/H vs. H/L= 0.88
Higher/Lower 17.31b 3.32 L/H vs. L/L= 0.64
Lower/Higher 20.09a 3.34 L/H vs. H/L= 0.84

Note.For each advice pattern, means with different superscripts are significantly different.
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Fig. 3. Expectations for college graduation success by Mother/Sibling advice patterns in always-
married and divorced families.

whether various advice patterns were differently associated with confidence about
occupational, educational, and family identities and expectations in always-married
and divorced family contexts.3 The results for the Mother/Sibling pattern are pre-
sented first, followed by the results for the Father/Sibling pattern.

Mother/Sibling Advice Patterns and Life Plans

Beginning with the analysis of future occupational identity, a significant
family structure effect revealed that adolescents in divorced families had firmer
future occupational identities than did adolescents in always-married families
(F(1, 631) = 4.99, p < 0.03;M = 2.63,SD = 0.56 versusM = 2.50,SD=
0.54;d = 0.24). For expectations about college graduation success, a significant
Mother/Sibling pattern effect (F(3, 631)= 3.99, p < 0.01) qualified by a Family
Structure×Advice Pattern interaction (F(3, 631)= 3.21, p < 0.02) revealed that
adolescents in divorced families with a Lower/Lower Mother/Sibling pattern had
lower expectations for college graduation success than did adolescents with a
Higher/Higher (d = 0.80) or Higher/Lower (d = 0.65) pattern. There were no
differences in expectations for future educational success in always-married fam-
ilies by Mother/Sibling advice patterns (see Fig. 3).

Finally, analysis for adolescents’ expectations for future family success re-
vealed a significant Mother/Sibling pattern effect (F(3, 631)= 5.66, p < 0.01).

3Additional analyses that included adolescents’ sex were conducted due to possible sex differences in
nature of parent–child and sibling relationships (Buhrmester, 1992; McHaleet al., 1992; Tuckeret al.,
1997). None of these analyses, however, revealed significant Adolescent Sex× Family Structure×
Advice Pattern interactions. This may be because some cell sizes for the divorced family subsample
were small (e.g.,n = 4), limiting statistical power. These findings should be replicated on a larger
sample of divorced families.
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Adolescents with a Higher/Higher Mother/Sibling pattern had the most positive
expectations for future family formation as compared to other Mother/Sibling
patterns (M = 3.55,SD= 0.64 versusM = 3.11,SD= 0.85;M = 3.16,SD=
1.00;M = 3.35,SD= 0.75, for adolescents with a Higher/Higher versus Lower/
Lower (d = 0.59), Lower/Higher (d = 0.48), and Higher/Lower (d = 0.29) pat-
tern, respectively). In addition, adolescents with a Higher/Lower Mother/Sibling
pattern had higher expectations about their future family plans than adolescents
with a Lower/Lower Mother/Sibling pattern (d = 0.30).

Father/Sibling Advice Patterns and Life Plans

Future occupational identity analyses indicated a significant Family Struc-
ture×Advice Pattern interaction effect,F(1, 631)= 3.57, p < 0.01. Adolescents
in always-married families with a Lower/Lower Father/Sibling pattern were less
firm in their future occupational identities than adolescents with a Higher/Higher
(d = 0.42) or Higher/Lower (d = 0.25) Father/Sibling pattern (see Fig. 4). For
divorced families there were no significant differences in adolescents’ future oc-
cupational identities by Father/Sibling advice pattern. A Father/Sibling pattern
effect emerged for adolescents expectations for future college graduation suc-
cess,F(3, 631)= 4.25, p < 0.01. Adolescents with either a Higher/Higher or
Higher/Lower pattern had higher expectations for college graduation success
than did adolescents with a Lower/Lower pattern (M = 6.38,SD= 1.57;M =
6.20,SD=1.71 versusM = 5.75,SD= 2.01;d = 0.35, d = 0.24, respectively).
Finally, analysis of expectations for future family success revealed a significant
Father/Sibling (F(3, 631)= 4.14, p < 0.01) pattern effect. Adolescents with a
Higher/Higher pattern had more positive family expectations than did adolescents

Fig. 4. Future occupational identity by Father/Sibling advice patterns in always-married and divorced
families.
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with a Lower/Lower pattern (M = 3.53,SD= 0.64 versusM = 3.18,SD= 0.84,
respectively;d = 0.47).

DISCUSSION

In this study, we examined between-family differences in patterns of advice
about life plans adolescents received from parents and siblings in always-married
and divorced families, and we explored how these patterns were associated
with adolescents’ future occupational identity and expectations for future edu-
cational and familial success. Findings revealed variability in patterns of advice
from mothers, fathers, and siblings, and the nature of this variability differed
across always-married and divorced families. In general, adolescents who reported
Higher/Higher and sometimes Higher/Lower advice patterns were more positive
about their future plans, demonstrating that parents and, in some cases, siblings
play an important role in the identity formation process. Each of these points will
be addressed below.

To examine the potential variability in adolescents’ family experiences with
regard to advice about life plans, we adopted a strategy termed by Magnusson
(1988) as the “pattern-analytic” approach. Specifically, we examined patterns of
advice from mothers, fathers, and siblings about adolescents’ life plans. To create
the patterns, we employed a grouping strategy that, in the face of losing statistical
power, revealed interesting group differences in the patterns. Although inconsistent
with the social learning theory, but consistent with previous research, this study
provided evidence thatboth congruent and incongruent patterns can commonly
occur in family relationship experiences. This finding suggests that mothers and
fathers, and sometimes siblings, have important advice-giving roles as adolescents
sort through the challenges of the identity formation process.

Congruent and incongruent patterns were about equally evident in both
always-married and divorced family structures. There was, however, variabil-
ity in the frequency with which each type of congruent (i.e., Higher/Higher,
Lower/Lower) and incongruent (i.e., Higher/Lower, Lower/Higher) pattern was
reported in the two family structures of interest. In other words, the extent to
which adolescents relied on their parents and siblings for advice about future
plans varied across always-married and divorced families. While mothers played
a significant role in giving advice to adolescents about future plans in both family
structures, adolescents relied on fathers and siblings more often in always-married
than in divorced families. Further, analyses indicated that a Lower/Lower
Father/Sibling pattern was more common in divorced than in always-married fam-
ilies. Extrapolating from other work that has shown that adolescents have poorer
relationships with fathers (Amato, 1987; Barber, 1994) and siblings (e.g., Amato,
1987; Anderson and Rice, 1992; Hetherington, 1988; MacKinnon, 1989) in di-
vorced than in always-married families, it may be for these reasons that adolescents
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from divorced families rely less on these family resources for advice about life
plans.

Siblings’ involvement in adolescents’ decisions about life plans sometimes
occurred in the context of relatively greater reliance on parents for advice about life
plans (i.e., Higher/Higher advice pattern), with some evidence suggesting that this
pattern was more common in always-married than in divorced families. Siblings
also gave advice when a parent was not the primary target for input about life
plans (i.e., Lower/Higher advice pattern), a pattern more common in divorced than
in always-married families. Other work (Hetherington, 1988; Jenkins, 1992) has
also found an incongruent pattern between parent–child and sibling relationships
in divorced families and, in this study, this may be because divorced fathers are
infrequent targets for advice about future plans (Barber, 1994; Smollar and Youniss,
1985), with some adolescents compensating for this deficit by relying more heavily
on their siblings. Following a divorce, some older siblings assume a parentified
role (Weiss, 1979) and serve as an important familial resource for advice about
future plans. Future work could include exploring how visitation and custody
arrangements of divorced families are connected to Parent/Sibling advice patterns
about life plans.

As expected, in general, a positive congruent pattern (i.e., Higher/Higher) and
sometimes a Higher/Lower incongruent pattern were associated with more posi-
tive future occupational identities and expectations whereas a negative congruent
pattern (i.e., Lower/Lower) and a Lower/Higher incongruent pattern were linked
to less positive future occupational identities and expectations. Extrapolating from
Eccles’ model (1983), it may be that advice from parentsandsiblings about life
plans is important for adolescent development. Alternatively, adolescents with the
most positive identity development may maximize their familial resources. At least
in this sample, we found that adolescents with a Higher/Lower Parent/Sibling ad-
vice pattern typically had younger, less experienced siblings and input from them
may be less important and/or less useful, and advice from a parent (or from both
parents—a Higher Mother/Higher Father/Lower Sibling pattern) is sufficient for
successful negotiation of occupational, educational, and familial plans. The links
between the advice patterns and adolescents’ future plans evident in this study
were complex and will need to be replicated. Further, the connection between
siblings’ advice and adolescents’ life plans may be greater in other ethnic groups
than what was evident in our primarily White sample. Other work has shown that
siblings play a more significant role in each other’s development in other cultures
and ethnic groups (Burtonet al., 1995; Rogoff, 1990; Whiting, 1983).

Youth with a Lower/Lower pattern often were the least positive about their
future plans. In addition, we found that adolescents with a Lower/Lower Parent/
Sibling pattern also relied on their other parent for advice infrequently. These find-
ings suggest that there is a group of youth that turn to no one in their family and this
may account for these adolescents having the least positive identity development.
Although a correlational study, these findings suggest the importance of familial
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input and socialization for adolescents’ successful negotiation of occupational, ed-
ucational, and familial goals. Examination of how patterns of advice seeking over
time are linked adolescents’ eventual futurechoices and attainmentwould be an
important next step. For example, adolescents with a Lower/Lower Parent/Sibling
pattern may be the least likely of the 4 advice pattern groups to attend and graduate
college.

Finally, the Lower/Higher Parent/Sibling pattern was not always distinguish-
able from the Higher/Higher or Higher/Lower pattern in its link to future plans.
This may suggest, as noted, that some siblings, particularly older siblings, assume
a primary advice role about life plans (i.e., compensation) and that they pro-
vide a sufficient familial resource. Alternatively, adolescents with a Lower/Higher
Parent/Sibling pattern may have a Higher/Higher advice pattern with their other
parent and a sibling and thus, the Lower/Higher advice pattern may not always
be linked with a weaker future occupational identity and lower expectations for
educational and familial success.

Differences in future plans between the advice patterns across always-married
and divorced families were revealed by two interaction effects. One interaction ef-
fect indicated that in always-married families adolescents’ future occupational
identity confidence differed by Father/Sibling advice pattern: adolescents who
frequently talked to their fathers were more firm in their occupational identities
than adolescents who infrequently talked to their fathers. Perhaps for adolescents
in always-married families the more they talk to their fathers about their career
choices, the more confident they become about their future occupational identities.
In divorced families, however, youths’ certainty about their occupational identity is
similar across the 4 Father/Sibling advice patterns, perhaps because some adoles-
cents capitalize on nonfamilial resources to compensate for an unavailable father.

The other interaction effect revealed that, in divorced families, adolescents’
expectations for future college graduation success varied by Mother/Sibling ad-
vice pattern such that adolescents with a Lower/Lower pattern have the lowest
expectations for future educational success. Other work has shown that children
from divorced families have lower educational attainment than children in always-
married families (Amatoet al., 1995). This difference may be in part due to
the economic pressures often experienced by divorced families as a result of a
reduction in income (Cherlin, 1992; McLanahan and Booth, 1989), particularly
in mother-headed families (Duncan and Hoffman, 1985). Compared to other youth
in divorced families, adolescents with a Lower/Lower Mother/Sibling advice pat-
tern may view themselves as the least able and the least hopeful to further their
education resulting in lower expectations for college graduation success and result-
ing in a tendency not to “bother” to seek advice from mothers and siblings. It should
be noted that adolescents in always-married and divorced families did not differ
in how Parent/Sibling advice patterns predicted their future family expectations, a
finding that expands on previous work showing adolescents from always-married
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and divorced families have similar future family expectations (e.g., Coleman and
Ganong, 1984).

Although our sample of adolescents in divorced families was relatively small,
we believe our sample is adequate in size to explore the associations between
advice-seeking patterns and outcomes for three reasons. First, the sample of ado-
lescents from divorced families is larger than what is typically included in other
psychological studies of this family context. Second, despite the small group sizes,
we still find group differences in the connections between advice patterns and fu-
ture plans and expectations. Third, our findings are consistent with previous studies
of adolescents’ parent–child and sibling relationship experiences in divorced fami-
lies. We do acknowledge, however, that these findings should be seen as descriptive
until they are replicated with a larger sample of adolescents in divorced families.

In sum, parents and siblings play an important role in older adolescents’ de-
cisions about occupational, educational, and familial plans, and family members’
advice-giving roles may differ across always-married and divorced families. The
inclusion of siblings, the use of the pattern-analytic approach, and an examina-
tion of advice about life plans in both always-married and divorced families were
strengths of this study. More insight into patterns of adolescents’ advice seeking
about future plans could be gained in future studies by incorporating both adoles-
cents’ self-report data and parents’ and siblings’ perceptions. Family members’
perspectives on the content of advice given and their role in adolescents’ choices
about life plans could be explored. In addition, the between-family differences in
advice from parents and siblings about life plans evident in this study could be
expanded upon in future work by comparing the experiences of adolescents from
the same family (i.e., explore within-family differences).
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