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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis was to examine the association between family structures and 

adolescents’ externalising and internalising problems. This study also explored if adolescents’ 

perceived parental support and teacher support might differ across different type of family 

structures. It further assessed whether the association between family structure, externalising 

and internalising problems among adolescents might be attributed to the individual level of 

parental and teacher support. The data was derived from the Stockholm School Survey carried 

out by the Stockholm City Administration in 2014. A total of 5,569 students age 15-17 from 

both public and private schools in the municipalities of Stockholm was included in this study. 

This study showed that lower perceived parental and teacher support was found among those 

living in stepparents and single parent families. Results from linear regression also indicated 

that adolescents from non-nuclear families were at higher risk of developing internalising and 

externalising problems. As this study found that those associations were attributed to individual 

level parental and teacher support, the findings of this thesis bring together the evidence on the 

need for specific programs given by the school for prevention and intervention of internalising 

and externalising problems among adolescents. Moreover, this study also highlights the 

importance of family policy as an instrument to attain a healthy work-life balance that may 

enable parents to increase their support towards their children.  
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Introduction 

More than 60% of children are dealing with some emotional and behaviour problems during 

adolescence (Reitz et al., 2005). Apparently, adolescence is a critical point in the life course as 

multiple changes occur within and outside their lives, such as pubertal development, school 

transitions, and cognitive changes (Vanassche et al., 2014; King & Boyd, 2016). Some studies 

argued that a stable family environment was an important aspect of a successful transition 

through adolescence (Vanassche et al., 2014). Previous findings also revealed that adolescents 

living in non-nuclear families were at elevated risk of showing a variety of problem behaviours 

compared to those living in continuously nuclear families (Amato, 2000; Breivik et al., 2006). 

Since Joint Physical Custody (JPC) is still relatively new but has dramatically increased in 

Sweden as an alternative solution for child rearing after parental separation, there is a need to 

take into account JPC in the complexity of family structures (Låftman et al., 2014; Turunen, 

2017; Perales, et al., 2017). It is also necessary to look at how JPC and other types of non-

family structures might influence adolescents’ wellbeing differently as the literature regarding 

JPC of children and adolescents is scarce (Turunen, 2017; Perales et al., 2017).  As Sweden is 

characterised as a country with high levels of children with divorced parents, as well as notable 

regulations on children’s care and living arrangements (Breivik & Olweus, 2006; Fransson et 

al., 2016), it is essential to have a better understanding of the impact of living in different family 

structures on adolescents’ health in Sweden.  

 

It is well documented that strong social support within the family, as well as nonfamilial 

support from teachers, peers, or community involvement, may help individuals cope with 

negative emotions caused by stressful life events (Ledwell&King, 2015; Huber et al., 2012). 

The literature has also consistently shown the importance of those supports on adolescents’ life 

satisfaction, their social as well as emotional development (Ledwell & King, 2015; Pinquart, 

2017; Rueger et al. 2014; Janike et al., 2016). Yet, previous studies indicated that early negative 

family experiences, such as parental separation, were associated with lower perceived social 

support in adolescents as well as higher levels of behaviour and psychological disorders 

(Gayman et al., 2011; Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004). Taken together, it seems that support from 

parents and others outside of the family may contribute to the association between family 

structure and externalising problem as well as internalising problems among adolescents. 

 

Given the above argumentation, this study attempted to investigate whether residing in non-

nuclear families might have negative impacts on adolescents, specifically eon externalising and 
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internalising problems. We also examined if family structure differences in parental and teacher 

support contributed to accounting for those associations since information about the 

mechanisms linking family structures to youth well-being is still incomplete; in particular, this 

is true with regard to the impact of conditions outside the family.  

 

Externalising and Internalising Problems 

Since 1966, the term “externalising” and “internalising” problems have been widely utilised to 

define psychopathological problems in adolescents (Achenbach et al., 2016). Some studies 

have found that externalising and internalising problems were derived from two dimensions of 

openness-concealment and destructive-non-destructive (Lei et al.,2016). In other words, 

externalising problems are more likely to be explicit and more destructive toward others than 

internalising issues (Lei et al.,2016). Specifically, externalising problems are defined as 

negative behaviours resulting from outward expression of individuals’ feelings and emotions 

in response to their surroundings that lead to adverse effects for themselves, others or even 

society (Pinquart, 2017a; Reitz, Dekovic & Meijer, 2005; Lei et al.,2016). Based on 

individual’s behaviour, externalising problems are manifested in many aspects of adverse 

outcomes, such as aggression, impulsivity, disruptions, delinquency, conduct problems, or 

reputation infringement (Lei et al.2016; Brack & Orr, 1994; Shulla & Toomey, 2018).  

 

In contrast, internalising problems are defined as negative emotions resulting from inward 

expressions of individuals’ feelings towards others or surroundings (Brack & Orr, 1994; 

Achenbach et al., 2016). As those with internalising problems tend to keep their problems to 

themselves, they are more likely to retain their emotions inwardly on oneself (Bask, 2015; 

Shulla & Toomeu, 2018). Although internalising problems have no immediate impact on 

others, these problems are negatively associated with individuals’ self-concepts and wellbeing 

(Huber et al.2012).  Internalising problems capture a wide range of negative emotion, for 

instance, social withdrawal, negative outlook, depression, anxiety, and somatic symptoms 

(Achenbach et al., 2016; Pinquart, 2017b; Shulla & Toomey, 2018).  

 

Family Structures, and Externalising-Internalising Problems  

Family structure is a socio-demographic indicator that differentiates adolescents living 

conditions by the number of caretakers with whom they live (O’Malley et al., 2015). 

Apparently, demographic and social changes in recent decades have significantly altered the 

existence of traditional family structures (Lansford et al. 2001). The traditional family 
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structure, characterised by a nuclear family setting with two biological parents in the same 

household, was being progressively challenged especially in western-industrialised countries 

(Perales et al., 2017). When modern societies are facing an unexpectedly high rate of marital 

breakdown, divorce, and cohabitation, many studies claim that family structures have become 

more diverse and complex (Perales et al., 2017). Nowadays, complex family structures also 

include several living arrangements in non-nuclear families, such as stepparent families, single-

parent families, and Joint Physical Custody (JPC) setting (Nilsen et al., 2018). Unlike Joint 

Legal Custody, which only addresses the legal right of parents to make decisions on child’s 

upbringing, JPC is described as 50-50 shared residence, where children may experience an 

approximately equal amount of time with both parents (Turunen, 2017; Bergström et al.,2015).  

 

Multiple studies have reported that adolescents living in all types of non-nuclear families, 

particularly those from single parent and stepparent homes were more vulnerable to mental 

disorders as they were more likely to experience slower social-emotional development, lower 

levels of life satisfaction, and also higher levels of externalising and internalising problems 

compared to their counterparts in nuclear families (Perales et al.,2017; Bask, 2015; Bergström 

et al., 2015). Carlsund and colleagues (2013) also found that children in shared physical 

custody and single parent families were more likely to experience elevated psychological 

complains compared with those in nuclear families. Interestingly, Hoskins (2014) showed that 

compared to adolescents living with single mothers, living with stepparent families were more 

likely associated with poorer emotional outcomes, but better behavioural outcomes.  

 

Furthermore, empirical evidence suggested that among children in non-nuclear families, living 

in JPC setting was associated with better mental health outcomes (Låftman et al., 2014; Nilsen 

et al., 2018; Turunen, 2017, Fransson et al., 2017; Bergström et al., 2015). Recent evidence 

also reported that there was no significant difference between adolescent’s mental health in 

JPC settings as compared to those in nuclear families (Nilsen et al., 2018; Turunen et al., 2017; 

Bjarnason et al., 2012; Fransson et al., 2017). Concerning these findings, some studies argued 

that JPC settings enabled adolescents to develop regular contacts with both parents, to create 

better economic resources, and to enhance parental support, which was linked to better child 

adjustment (Nilsen et al., 2018; Turunen, 2017, Turunen, et al.,2017; Fransson et al., 2018). 

However, potential beneficial effects of JPC setting on child health outcomes are still 

contradictory as some studies argued that JPC setting might not be beneficial for children 
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owing to ongoing parental conflicts, non-residential parents, and lack of stability by living in 

two homes (Carlsund et al.,2013; Kelly, 2006; Frazen, et al, 2011; Gilmore, 2006).  

 

A comparative study of 36 western countries by Bjarnason and colleagues (2012) found that 

children living in robust welfare systems were reported to have higher levels of life satisfaction 

in all living arrangements except in single father households. Several studies have also reported 

that children’s risks of negative outcomes associated with non-nuclear family structures or 

parental separation were generally small and gradually diminish in Scandinavian countries 

(Breivik & Olweus, 2006). One explanation for this finding is the presence of welfare systems 

and family policy in those countries (Breivik & Olweus, 2006; Bjarnason et al.,2012). It was 

suggested that the progressive family policy might increase gender equity in employment 

opportunities and child rearing for both mothers and fathers (Bergström et al.,2013). As a 

result, the practice of Joint Physical Custody (JPC) has dramatically increased and become an 

alternative solution for child rearing after parental separation (Låftman et al., 2014). Therefore, 

these specific conditions may enhance parental monitoring and socialisation that tend to 

deteriorate when adolescents started living in non-nuclear families (Låftman et al., 2014).  

 

Family Structures, and Externalising-Internalising Problems: Possible Pathways 

While there is a considerable amount of evidence indicating that living in non-nuclear families 

are positively associated with externalising and internalising problems among children or 

adolescents, the mechanisms behind these associations are inconclusive (Perales et al.,2017; 

Fransson et al., 2018). A couple of alternative explanations on how family structures may 

influence externalising and internalising problems among adolescents are put forward in the 

literature. Other than genetic models that are beyond the scope of this paper, in general, many 

scholars offered two types of explanations; first, focusing on direct effects of family 

composition and second, emphasising the role of intermediating family processes (Vanassche 

et al., 2014; Lansford et al., 2001; Vandervalk et al., 2004). The first explanation usually 

touches upon an ideal setting of nuclear families for successful socialisation, as well as stress 

resulting from multiple changes in life circumstances, whereas the second explanation focuses 

on several mechanisms involving parental conflict and parent-child relationships (Vanassche 

et al., 2014; Lansford et al., 2001; Vandervalk et al., 2004). Consistent with those perspectives, 

a recent longitudinal study showed that family structure indirectly influenced internalising 

problems through parental attachment and support, whereas a direct effect of family structure 



 

 

 5  

 

 

on the externalising problems was due to the parental absence in the non-nuclear families 

(Mack et al., 2015). 

 

First, some studies argued that one mechanism through which family structure could directly 

influence adolescents’ health was through the primacy of biological ties (Vanassche et al.,2014; 

Vandervalk et al., 2004). Lansford and colleagues (2001) suggested that socialisation resulting 

from biological ties two biological parents was an optimal framework for child’s development. 

Yet, unstable living conditions in non-nuclear families resulting from the absence of one of the 

biological parents as well as difficult adjustment following marital separation, remarriage or 

death might increase stressors in the families (Lansford et al. 2007; Bask, 2015; O’Malley et 

al. 2015). Consequently, these adverse circumstances might decrease the ability of parents to 

allocate support to their children and impair socialisation process in the families (Hamilton et 

al., 2007; Lansford et al., 2001; Vanassche et al., 2014). Gottfredson and Hirschi’s study (as 

cited in Mack et al., 2015) found that parental absence could not be substituted by increased 

parent-child attachment because the nature of single parenthood with fewer resources has 

impaired parents’ abilities to build a strong and secure attachment, specifically through 

inadequate support and monitoring. Additionally, more stigmatisation towards parents from 

non-nuclear families were predicted to play a role in affecting how non-nuclear families were 

seen as a less optimal framework for socialisation (Lansford et al., 2001). As societal 

expectations prefer the existence of two biological parents in the same households than their 

counterparts in other family structures, parents from non-nuclear families might question their 

abilities to provide the same quality of parenting to children as those parents from nuclear 

families (Lansford et al., 2001).  

 

Second, the role of intermediating family processes in explaining the association between 

family structures and children’s wellbeing can be explained through poor parent-child 

relationship caused by multiple changes in life circumstances after parental separation. For 

instance, the dissolution of the original family relations, the changes in family formation and 

roles, parental conflicts, and a drop in living standards may have negative consequences for 

adolescent behaviour (Horffmann, 2002; Vanassche et al.,2014; Vandervalk et al., 2004; 

Lansford et al., 2001, Demuth & Brown, 2004). In line with these views, depart from Hirschi’s 

social control theory, Mack and colleagues (2015) claimed that poor attachment might be one 

such plausible pathway. Their findings showed that it is the quality, not the quantity, of 

parental-child bond that is important (Mack et al., 2015). Therefore, adolescents who engage 
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in adverse behaviours tend to have weak attachments to parents and other institutions (Mack et 

al., 2015 Olsson & Fritzell, 2016). 

 

Perceived Support from Parents and Teachers 

Social support has been defined as an expansive construct that describes the physical and 

emotional comforts given to individuals by the community, social networks, intimate 

relationships,  and other significant people in their lives (Israle & Schurman, 1990; Lin et 

al.,1986). Some researchers have identified that four dimensions of social support, namely 

emotional support, instrumental support, informational support, and appraisal support (Vaux, 

1988; Malecki & Demaray, 2003; Lumino et al.,2016). Emotional support is defined as 

behaviours that grant affective well-being, mainly by showing empathy, care, attachment, 

friendliness and encouragement (Camara et al.,2017; Lumino et al., 2016). This type of support, 

especially being listened and an empathic response, is found to be the most beneficial in 

lowering depression as emotional support provides a sense of acceptance that may boost 

adolescents’ self-esteem (Camara et al. 2017; Lumino et al., 2016). Whereas, instrumental 

support involves tangible support that is shown through concrete and direct actions, such as 

giving financial assistance, providing time or resources as a solution to someone's problem  

(Summer et al.,2008; Bokhorst et al.2010). Furthermore, the informational support includes the 

provision of advice, guidance, or useful information to people who are dealing difficult 

situations whereas appraisal support is characterised by providing constructive feedback and 

affirmation to others for their self-evaluation (Malecki & Demaray, 2003; Lumino et al., 2016). 

Moreover, having and using social support not only independently affect an individual’s health, 

but also may function as a buffer of the impact on distress resulting from stressful events 

(Camara et al., 2017).  

 

Many studies argued that family, teachers, and peers were seen as the main source of support 

for adolescents as adolescents were more likely to seek support that was familiar, mature, 

friendly, and trustworthy (Camara et al., 2017; Pinquart,2017). Based on the Bronfenbrenner 

ecological model of development, both family and school were placed in the same domain, 

microsystem, and therefore considered to be equally crucial in affecting adolescents’ mental 

health (Bokhorst et al., 2010).  In general, emotional support, practical assistance, financial 

help, and advice from parents could have beneficial effects on the cognitive, psychosocial, and 

emotional development of adolescents (Kim et al., 2016). Specifically, parent-child 

communication, as a primary form of parental support, appeared to mitigate any negative effect 
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of parental separation (Carlsund et al.,2013). It could be therefore assumed that parent-child 

communication might modify any associations between family structures and child health 

outcomes (Carlsund et al., 2013). In addition, a previous study also argued that family 

relationship, especially support from parents, appeared to be the first social support system and 

if something goes wrong with this primary support, the risk of both externalising and 

internalising problems might increase and lead to failure of other social support systems 

(Garnefski & Diekstra, 1999). In other words, open and supportive communication with parents 

during childhood might nurture support- seeking behaviour and greater coping strategy in 

adolescence (Ledwell & King, 2015). On the one hand, many studies argued that the primary 

sources of social support for individuals might vary with age as those who transition into 

adolescence tend to interact more with people of their age (Bokhorst el at., 2010; Helsen et 

al.,2000). Thus, adolescents, specifically between the ages of 16-18, may consider their friends 

as important agents of their social support (Bokhorst et al., 2010). On the other hand, many 

studies reported that parental support remained stable as an essential source of social support 

for youth across a range of populations and settings although adolescence is a period of 

increased individualisation and autonomy (Hunter&Youniss, 1982; Nickerson & Nagle, 2005; 

Garnefski & Diekstra, 1999). With regards to its role on adolescents’ mental health, many 

studies have drawn the conclusion that greater parental support was not only positively 

associated with psychosocial wellbeing in adolescence, but also moderated the association 

between the stressful event and internalising problems (Ledweel & King, 2015). 

  

Aside from interacting with families and friends, adolescents also spend a significant 

proportion of their days in school. Thus, Blum and colleagues (2002) confirmed that examining 

non-familial adult support, namely teacher support, was vital to get a better understanding of 

youth behaviour and emotional problems. Teachers may not only facilitate academic success 

at school, but they also function as positive role models who could be a source of support that 

enhances adolescents’ wellbeing (Huber et al.,2012; Cattley, 2004). Teachers play a role in 

shaping adolescents’ perceptions of teacher support through their responsiveness in term of 

frequency and consistency to adolescents’ needs (Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004). For instance, 

teachers may develop a positive teacher-student relationship by giving emotional and 

instrumental support during learning activities at school (Huber et al.,2012). When the teacher 

is unable to provide an interpersonal relationship that has support, caring, opportunities, and 

self-expression, it may create an environmental mismatch with individual development and 

cause students to externalise their frustrations (Lei et al., 2016). A study by Federici and 
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Skaalvik (2014) have concluded that instrumental teacher support predicted lower levels of 

anxiety among students in the 9th and 10th grade. Another study has found that a negative 

perception of the school and teacher was strongly related to behaviour problems among 

adolescents, whereas a negative perception of the parents or family was shown to be associated 

with both externalising and internalising problems (Garnefski & Diekstra, 1996). Since 

teachers have the advantage of standing outside the struggles between adolescents and parents, 

they could provide their students with the support they need in coping with any adverse effects 

of family structure (Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004). Thus, a considerable amount of literature has 

been published on the protective role of teacher support on various adverse behavioral 

outcomes for adolescents who experience family transition and lower parental support (Greeff 

& Du Toit, 2009; O’Malley et al.,2015; Mahony et al., 2015; Huber et al.,2012). 

 

Family structures, parental support, and teacher support 

The family structure one grows up is likely to have important implication for the perceptions 

of social support in adolescents as a family is a system where all members are linked in mutual 

interactions (Gayman et al., 2011; Carlsund et al.,2013). When families experience transitions, 

such as marital separation and remarriage, it may affect parental support perceived by 

adolescents because divorce and remarriage can modify spousal, parent-child and intra-sibling 

interactions (Leme et al., 2015, Carlsund et al., 2013). Increased instability in the family 

environment of non-nuclear families that is characterised by decreased parental monitoring and 

increased conflicts between parents, may play important roles in affecting perceived parental 

support (Leme et al., 2015). Thus, a positive parent-child relationship resulting from greater 

investments of parental time, attention, supervision, and support in two biological parent 

households might explain on how living in nuclear families is associated with higher levels of 

social support (Hoskins,2014). As parents in nuclear families were found to communicate more 

positively and support their children more than single parents do, it was suggested that parents 

in non-nuclear families were more vulnerable to poor quality of parent-adolescent relationships 

and support (Hoskins, 2014; Lumino et al., 2016).  

 

Additionally, there are several possible mechanisms to explain how family structures may 

differ in parental support. First, parental beliefs about their obligation towards family member 

(Kim et al., 2016). Recent research found that both residential and nonresidential biological 

fathers were more likely to be involved with their children and even participated in the children’ 

lives longer than did stepfathers due to their stronger feelings of obligation to provide support 



 

 

 9  

 

 

towards their offspring (King & Boyd, 2016; Kim et al.,2016 Hoskins, 2014; Leme et al., 

2015). While stepfathers are seen as non-effective caretakers of their non-biological children, 

there is some evidence showing that mothers might provide a similar level of parenting 

regardless of their family structures (Hoskins, 2014; Kim et al., 2016; Bjarnason et al., 2012).  

Interestingly, a study by Hawkins and colleagues (2007) have found that active involvement of 

nonresidential biological fathers in JPC setting could positively enhance adolescents’ self-

esteem and well-being through steady parental support. Yet, other studies pointed out that 

nonresidential fathers were significantly less likely than their counterparts to involve in 

parenting (Williams & Kelly, 2005; Kim et al.,2016).  Second, differences in perceived parental 

support across family structures might be attributed to parental resources (King & Boyd, 2016; 

Kim et al., 2016).  More time, energy, and finance resulting from the presence of spouse may 

provide more tangible and non-tangible support for adolescents, such as better access to 

information and advice (Kim et al., 2017; Turunen, 2017). It has commonly been assumed that 

adolescents living in single-parent families were associated with lower levels of parental 

support compared to those living in the other family structures due to the fact that they have 

only one parent as sources of parental support (Hoskins,2014; Lumino et al.,2016). Third, 

different levels of parental support across family structures might be due to adolescents’ 

consideration in accepting their parents as part of the families (King & Boyd, 2016; King et 

al.2015; Kim et al.,2016). For instance, stepchildren are more likely to resist their stepparents’ 

support because those children consider their stepparents as outsiders (Hoskins, 2014). Thus, 

stepfathers are noted to provide less monitoring as they can sometimes lack parental legitimacy 

in their stepchildren’ perspectives (Coleman et al.,2001).  

 

With regard to perceived teacher support, there is some evidence to suggest that adolescents 

who grow up in more stable family structures, namely living in nuclear families, tend to view 

their relationships with teachers more positively as  compared to their counterparts in unstable 

family structures (O’Malley et al., 2015). Some researchers who viewed these associations 

through an attachment lens argued that the positive perceptions among adolescents were an 

extension of positive parent-child relationships found in more stable family structures 

(Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004; Gayman et al., 2011). Family is the first agent of socialisation 

that has a powerful influence on moulding children’s attitudes and also developing social and 

community values (Rodgers & Rose, 2001; Leme et al., 2015). The presence of two parents in 

the same households are seen as an ideal family setting that may provide more opportunities to 

cultivate positive expectations and dispositions on adolescents when they interact with 



 

 

 10  

 

 

surroundings (O’Malley et al., 2015). As a result, adolescents who have positive interactions 

with their primary attachment figures tend to bring those constructive dispositions into their 

interpersonal interactions with teachers and peers (O’Malley et al., 2015; Little et al., 2006). 

Yet, a wide range of adverse life events resulting from parental separation and remarriage have 

been shown to predict a decline in individuals’ perception of support from other environments 

outside the family (Hamama & Ronen-Shenhav,2012; Gracia & Herrero, 2004). In support of 

these explanations, some studies have found that adolescents who have built secure attachments 

with both parents in nuclear families were more likely to have the skills to form positive 

relationships with their teachers as well as to perceive their teachers as being more supportive 

(Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004; O’Malley et al., 2015). And those with insecure attachments to 

parents were reported to have greater difficulties in maintaining good relationships with their 

teachers as those adolescents might possess lower self-perception and poorer social 

competence than their counterparts in lower-risk family structures (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). In 

other words, those findings argued that living in non-nuclear families may impede the 

perceived quality of both parental and teacher support.  

 

Gender Differences 

With regards to gender differences in adolescents’ perceived support, many studies reported 

that girls perceived more support from both teachers and parents than boys (Rueger et al.2014; 

Kristjansson & Sigfusdottir, 2009). These gender differences were due to the fact that girls 

were more likely to seek positive support from their surroundings and were more easily 

influenced by them, compared to boys (Lei et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2016; Camara et al.,2017). 

Interestingly, Bokhorst and colleagues (2010) found that girls perceived their teachers as more 

supportive than boys whereas boys and girls perceived equal levels of support from their 

parents. Different findings in those studies might be explained by the fact that they used 

different types of social support (Kjellström et al., 2016). A study by Låftman & Modin (2012) 

also revealed that girls reported higher levels of emotional support from teachers while boys 

perceive higher levels of instrumental and appraisal support from their teachers.  

 

With regards to adolescents’ externalising and internalising problems, a fairly common view 

holds that girls experience more internalising problems, whereas adolescent boys tend to 

externalise their emotions (Brack & Orr, 1994; Hagan & Foster, 2003). This result may be 

explained by the fact that girls have been described as being more cooperative than boys in 

following norms and maintaining good relationships with essential institutions, such as family 
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and school (Brack & Orr, 1994; Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008). Another possible explanation for 

gender differences on externalising and internalising behaviours might be that boys tend to use 

a more active approach by showing risky behaviours as to adapt to different circumstances 

whereas girls are more passive and tend to use emotion-focused coping (Brack & Orr, 1994; 

Vanassche et al., 2014; Shulla & Toomey, 2018; Zahn-Waxler et al.,2008). Some studies have 

shown that differences in parental control of boys and girls and public stigma might contribute 

to gender differences in the association between adolescents’ outcomes and family structures 

(Vanassche et al. 2014; Hay, 2003; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Shulla & Toomey, 2018; 

Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008). This is exemplified in some studies carried out by Hay (2003) and 

Bask (2015) in which parental divorce and living with single parents appeared to be more 

harmful for boys, owing to the fact that less parental monitoring and attachment over boys 

might increase risk-taking behaviour among adolescents boys (Hay, 2003; Bask, 2015). In 

contrast, some other studies found that girls were more likely to experience higher levels of 

both externalising and internalising problems as compared to boys (Reitz, Dekovic & Meijer, 

2005). They claimed that adolescent girls were more prone to stressful events during early 

adolescence as they matured earlier in specific cognitive and emotional areas than boys during 

childhood and adolescence (Reitz, Dekovic & Meijer, 2005). However, a study by Bask (2015) 

showed that internalising problems were more common among girls, whereas externalising 

issues occurred with similar frequency across the sexes. One explanation for these findings 

might involve gender equality, one of the cornerstones of modern Scandinavian countries 

(Bask, 2015). Owing to autonomy and liberal attitudes perceived equally by girls and boys, 

girls are urged to behave more like boys and develop the same habits possessed by adolescent 

boys, particularly by engaging in risky behaviours (Bask,2015).  Similarly, the notion of gender 

equality in society may lessen boys’ delinquent behaviour as boys are treated in ways that 

discourage anger and physical aggression (Lansford et al.,2012).  

 

Study Aim 

With the theoretical and empirical background in mind, this study aims to examine the 

association between family structure and young people’s externalising and internalising 

problems. Four family structure categories are distinguished: nuclear families, Joint Physical 

Custody (JPC), stepparent families, and single-parent families. Furthermore, we want to 

investigate if perceived parental and teacher supports differ across family structures and 

whether adolescents’ perception towards parental and teacher support may contribute to 

accounting for any associations between family structure and externalising and internalising 
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problems. As some studies argued that gender differences were found in the level of 

externalising or internalising problems, we will examine boys and girls separately.  

 

Research Questions 

1. Is family structure associated with externalising and internalising problems among 

adolescent boys and girls?  

2. Are there any differences in perceived parental and teacher support across family 

structures? 

3. To what extent can any association between family structure and externalising-internalising 

problems be attributed to an individual’s level of parental and teacher support? 

 

Methods 

Data Material 

The cross-sectional data used in this study was taken from the Stockholm School Survey (SSS). 

It is carried out by the Stockholm City Administration every two years for the ninth and 

eleventh-grade students from both public and private schools at the municipalities of 

Stockholm. Involvement of public schools in this survey is mandatory, but private schools may 

participate on a voluntary basis. SSS provides comprehensive information about norm-

breaking and risky behaviours, drug use, criminality, mental health problems among 

adolescents. For this study, we used ninth grade students’ self-reports collected in 2014. In total 

5,569 students (between 15-16 years old) filled out a questionnaire during a common period at 

school. The statistical analyses were restricted to participants who had valid data on nine 

variables included in the analyses, namely family structures, gender, time lived in Sweden, 

parents’ educational attainment, parents’ employment status, perceived parental support, 

perceived teacher support, internalising and externalising problems. Thus, our analytical 

sample, including cases with valid information on all the variables included in the analyses, 

consisted of 4336 students which corresponds to 78% of the full sample. Since the 

confidentiality and anonymity of the participants on this survey were protected, the Regional 

Ethical Review Board of Stockholm state that the data for ethical approval is not requested 

(Olsson et al., 2017).   
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Dependent Variables 

Externalising problems were measured with the mean of 10 items that attempted to capture the 

degree of aggression and impulsivity, namely “ I do the opposite of what people tell me to do 

just to make them angry”, “I like doing exciting and dangerous things, even if it’s forbidden”, 

“I can’t stand being provoked, it makes me want to hit someone”, “If I get angry with someone, 

“I don’t think twice about hurting him/her ”, “I ignore rules that stop me doing what I want to 

do”, “I see myself as a rather impulsive person”, “I do silly things even though they’re slightly 

dangerous”, “I think it’s OK to take something without asking as long as you don’t get caught”, 

“sometimes I do things without thinking”, and “I’ll attack anyone who makes me angry, even 

though he/she didn’t hit me first”. In these items, a four-point scale (1=Very poorly, 2 =Rather 

poorly, 3= Rather well, 4=Very well) is used. The externalising measure had a Cronbach’s 

alpha value of 0.81 and KMO of 0.86. Only cases with more than 50% of the items were 

summed and given the means. In other words, the mean of the externalising problem is 

calculated by adding the scores together and then dividing by the number of questions the 

respondent answered. For this variable, higher scores indicate higher levels of externalising 

problem.  

 

Internalising problems were derived from 12 items measuring aspects of anxiety, depression, 

psychosomatic problems, self-esteem, and life satisfaction. Specifically, the students were 

asked how often in the past 12 months they felt “sad and depressed without knowing why” and 

“frightened without knowing why”, “sluggish and uneasy”. They are also asked how often in 

this school year they have had “a headache”, “a bad appetite”, “nervous tummy”, “difficulty 

falling asleep”, and “sleeping uneasily and wake up during the night”. Furthermore, the 

students were asked to rate their feelings about how much they would like to change 

themselves, how often they feel not good enough, are they happy with their appearance, and 

how often they feel it is good to be alive. Responses to these questions were rated on a 5-point 

scale ranging from 1 (seldom or never) to 5 (very often). Some items were reverse-coded so 

that higher scores indicate higher levels of internalising problems. To maintain an adequate 

sample size, we included the mean of cases of those with valid responses on more than 50% of 

the items. The mean of the internalising problem is also calculated by adding the scores together 

and then dividing by the number of questions the respondent answered. The internalising 

problems measure had a Cronbach’s alpha reliability of 0.86 and KMO of 0.91. 
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Independent Variables 

The family structure variable was created based on students answers on a single question 

“Which people do you live with”, which had 9 (non-mutually exclusive) response options, 

including “Mother”, “Father”, “Stepfather or stepmother”, “Mother and father alternately”, 

“Foster parents”, “I live alone”, “Brothers/sisters”, “Other relatives”, and “Other”. Given 

students ‘responses to this item, they were classified into one of the four family structure 

categories; (a) nuclear family: students who live in one home with both their biological parents, 

(b) Joint Physical Custody (JPC): those who live alternately with their mother and father (c) 

stepparents: students who live with stepparents only or with one biological parent and one step-

parent, and (d) single parent: those who live with one parent. In order to avoid overlapping 

categories between “JPC” and “stepparents”, the stepparent's category was given only for those 

who live with their stepparents without shared residence with one custodial parent. Therefore, 

those who live with their stepparents and also live alternately with their custodial parents were 

classified into JPC category.  

 

Perceived support in this study represents personal expectation or perception of the extent to 

which their social network is capable and available to provide the support needed (Malecki & 

Demaray, 2003; Lumino et al., 2016). To measure parental support, students were asked to rate 

their perceptions of their parents/guardians’ relationship with them on five statements, namely 

parents praise them when they do something good, parents usually encourage and support their 

children, parents notice when children do something good, my parents are an example to me, 

and adolescents care what their parents say. Possible responses to items for parental support 

include values: 1=very poorly, 2=rather poorly, 3=rather well, and 4= very well, in which 

higher ratings represent greater parental support. We included cases with valid responses on 

more than half of the total items in the analysis. After the score of those items was summed, 

high and low parental support was distinguished between. Responses above the 75th percentile 

were placed into high parental support, and responses below were categorized as low parental 

support. The Cronbach’s alpha and KMO of the measures was 0.83. 

 

For perceived teacher support, students were asked to rate on the following six statements about 

their relationships with the teachers at school. The items were : “Teachers praise student for 

doing good”, “Teachers let students know what they can and cannot do”, “The school inform 

parents if students have done something good”, “Adults step in if anyone is harassed and 

bullied”, “Teachers praise students when they work hard”, and “Students get help from the 
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teacher if they do not understand”. Responses were given on a 4-point scale ranging from 

1=very poorly, 2=rather poorly, 3=rather well, and 4= very well. These responses were 

summed to get the mean of perceived teacher support scores. To handle internal non-response, 

we included cases with valid responses on more than 50% of the total items in the analysis. 

Furthermore, those cases were dichotomized into high teacher support (responses from the 75th 

percentile and above) and low teacher support (responses below the 75th percentile). The 

perceived teacher support measure had a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.76 and KMO of 0.83. 

 

Control Variables 

A number of control variables on sociodemographic characteristics were included in the 

analyses. The parents' educational level was constructed based on a combination of responses 

to two questions that asked about the mother’s education and father’s education. The 4 response 

alternatives were “old elementary school or compulsory school”, “upper secondary school”, 

“university and university college”, and “don’t know”. We categorized respondents’ answers 

based on the highest level of education attained by their mother or father. If the students 

answered “don’t know” on one of the parents, the highest level of education was taken from at 

least one parent’s educational attainment. Due to the substantial number of respondents who 

answered “don’t know” on this question, those who answered “don’t know” on both parents 

were also included in the analyses. The alternatives of these responses were collapsed into three 

categories: “university”, “elementary/secondary”, and “don’t know”. Immigrant background 

of the respondents was captured from a single question “How long have you lived in Sweden?”  

which had 4 response options, including “all my life”, “10 years or more”, “5-9 years”, “less 

than 5 years”. Their responses to this question were dichotomized into two groups: “their whole 

lives” and “not their whole lives”. To capture parental unemployment, the students were asked 

to indicate to which of the following categories their father and mother, respectively, belong: 

“work (full-time or part-time)”, “study”, “leave of absence or parental leave”, “unemployed”, 

“other”, and “do not know”. Those response alternatives were recoded into two categories “no 

parents unemployed” and “at least one parent unemployed”. Respondents with one or both 

parents unemployed have been considered as having unemployed parents and were placed in 

the last group.  
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Statistical analysis 

Data analyses were performed using SPSS 24. In the first step, one-way ANOVA and 

independent sample t-tests of the mean differences by family structure and gender were 

conducted to get descriptive statistics of the study variables. Next, the association was analysed 

with multiple linear regression separately for boys and girls with each of externalising and 

internalising problems as the outcome and family structure as the exposure variable. The 

nuclear family was chosen as the reference category, and unstandardized B coefficients were 

presented. While model 1 was crude and presented analyses with one independent variable at 

a time, model 2 controlled for sociodemographic variables (time lived in Sweden, parents’ 

highest educational attainment, and parents’ employment status). In model 3 and 4, perceived 

parental support and teacher support were alternately included while also controlling for the 

variables from model 2. In model 5, all the above-listed variables were included.  

 

Results 

Table 1 shows the characteristic of the full sample and analytical sample used in the analyses. 

The analytical sample (n=4336) is drawn from the original full samples of 5569 students, and 

1233 cases (22%) are excluded due to missing data on all studied variables. With regard to the 

description of the analytical sample given in Table 1, 64.5% (n=2798) of the adolescents live 

in nuclear families and 35.5% (n=1538) in non-nuclear families. Of the adolescents in non-

nuclear families, 758 adolescents are in Joint Physical Custody (JPC), 195 live with their 

stepparents, and 585 live only with single parents. The distribution of boys and girls in the 

analytical sample is about equal (n boys=2119; n girls=2217).  

 

From Table 1, we also find that 14.6% (n=632) of the adolescents reported that they have not 

been living in Sweden their whole lives, 6.8% (n=294) reported having at least one unemployed 

parent, and 15.3% (n=663) reported having parents with primary and secondary education. 

Mean values of perceived parental and teacher support are 3.30, Standard Deviation (SD)= 

0.62 and 2.67, SD=0.57, respectively. The cut-off for the highest quartiles is 3.8 for perceived 

parental support and 3.0 for perceived teacher support.  With regard to the outcomes, the mean 

value of externalising problems in the analytical sample is 1.94, SD=0.54 whereas the mean 

value of internalising problems is 2.47, SD=0.78. 
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Table 1. Distribution of study variables for different sample sizes  

 Full Sample 
(n=5569) 

Analytical Sample 
(n=4336) 

 n % n % 

Family Structures     
   Nuclear Family 3252 58.4 2798 64.5 
   Joint Physical Custody 897 16.1                     758 17.5 
   Stepparents 253 4.5 195 4.5 
   Single Parent 910 16.3 585 13.5 
   Missing  257 4.7   
Demographics     
Gender     
   Boys 2690 48.3 2119 48.9 
   Girls 2610 46.9 2217 51.1 
   Missing 269 4.8   
Time Lived in Sweden     
   Their whole lives            4505               80.9 3704 85.4 
   Not their whole lives                935              16.8 632 14.6 
   Missing 129 2.3   
Socioeconomics     
Parental Unemployment     
   No Parents Unemployed 4717 84.7           4042 93.2 
   At least one parent unemployed 363 6.5             294 6.8 
   Missing 489 21.8   
Parents’ Education Level     
   University 2835 50.9 2354 54.3 
   Don’t know 1886 33.9 1319 30.4 
   Primary/Secondary 848 15.2 663 15.3 
Perceived Social Support     
Perceived Parental Support      
   Low (< 75th percentile) 3639 65.3 2992 69.0 
   High (≥ 75th percentile) 1618 29.1 1344 31.0 
Perceived Teacher Support      
    Low (< 75th percentile) 3683 66.1 2940 67.8 
    High (≥ 75th percentile) 1749 31.4 1396 32.2 

 Min Max Mean Std.Dev Min Max Mean Std.Dev 

Perceived Parental Support  1 4 3.28 0.65 1 4 3.30 0.62 
Perceived Teacher Support  1 4 2.65 0.59 1 4 2.67 0.57 
Externalising Problems  1 4 1.97 0.55 1 4 1.94 0.54 
Internalising Problems  1 5 2.48 0.78 1 5 2.47 0.78 

 

Table 2 presents the proportions of children with different background characteristics and 

socioeconomic status in relation to family structures. The composition of adolescents in JPC is 

similar to that of adolescents in nuclear families with regard to parental socioeconomic status, 

although more adolescents in JPC report lower levels of parental support (72.7%) and teacher 

support (67.8%) than those in nuclear families (66.5% and 67%, respectively). We also find a 

clear socioeconomic gradient within the family structures groups. In comparison to adolescents 

living in nuclear families (57.3%) and JPC groups (54.7%), adolescents living with stepparents 

(43.6%) and single parents’ families (42.9%) to a lesser extent report that they have parents 

with tertiary education. Furthermore, adolescents in stepparents (11.8%) and single-parent 

families (13.7%) report to a larger extent than those living in nuclear (5.8%) and JPC families 

(4.0%) that they have unemployed parents. Similarly, compared to adolescents living in nuclear 

families (13.5%) and JPC settings (10.6%), more adolescents in stepparents (31.3%) and single 

parent groups (19.1%) report that they have not been living in Sweden all their lives. The 
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gender distribution differs most among those living with stepparents, where there are more 

girls (n=124) than boys (n=71). 

 

Means and standard deviation for both types of perceived supports are also reported in Table 

2. We can see that adolescents living in nuclear families have the most positive parental support 

perceptions (M=3.35, SD=0.60), followed by adolescents in JPC settings (M=3.28, SD=0.59), 

single parents (M=3.18, SD=0.67), and stepparents (M=3.09, SD=0.72). Interestingly, we find 

the same gradient of perceived parental support among family structure groups when we 

analyse this analytical sample separately for boys and girls.  It is also apparent that mean levels 

of parental support differ significantly between the groups (at the p < 0.05 level). From the 

whole analytical sample, we find that perceived teacher support scores are lower for 

adolescents living in stepparents (M=2.64, SD=0.58) and single parents’ families (M=2.60, 

SD=0.60) compared with those living in nuclear families (M=2.68, SD=0.56) and JPC settings 

(M=2.69, SD=0.56). A one-way ANOVA reveals that there is a statistically significant 

difference at p < 0.05 in perceived teacher support between the four family structure groups. 

Despite reaching statistical significance, the actual difference in mean scores between the 

groups is quite small. When we analyse this sample separately for boys and girls, worse 

perceived teacher support is found among boys in stepparent families (M=2.64, SD=0.63) and 

girls in single-parent families (M=2.56, SD=0.57) whereas better perceived teacher support is 

found among boys living in nuclear families (M=2.72, SD=0.58) and girls in JPC settings 

(M=2.66, SD=0.55). However, none of these differences is statistically significant. 

Interestingly, girls in all family structures groups perceive higher levels of parental support 

than boys while teachers support is generally perceived higher among boys than girls in all 

family structures groups, except in stepparents’ groups.  

 

In terms of externalising and internalising problems, it is apparent from Table 2 that adolescents 

who live in a nuclear family report the lowest level of both externalising and internalising 

problems, with mean value 1.91, SD=0.53 and mean value 2.41, SD=0.76, respectively. While 

adolescents who live only with single parents report the highest level of externalising problems 

(M=2.04, SD=0.56), the finding confirm that adolescents who live with stepparents report the 

highest level of internalising problems (M=2.72, SD 0.80). Although there are statistically 

significant differences at the p < 0.05 level, the difference in means of externalising problems 

between the family structure groups are small. When we analyse this sample separately for 

boys and girls, the highest level of externalising problem is found among boys in stepparent 
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families (M=2.11, SD=0.56) and girls in single-parent families (M=2.02, SD=0.54) whereas 

lower level of externalising problems is found among boys and girls in nuclear families 

(M=1.99 and SD=0.55; M=1.83 and SD=0.51, for boys and girls respectively). Regardless of 

the gender, internalising problems among adolescent boys and girls are also showing a gradient, 

where those in nuclear family groups have the lowest reported level (M=2.10 and SD=0.63; 

M=2.72 and SD=0.75, for boys and girls respectively) and those in stepparent families have 

the highest reported level (M=2.72 and SD=0.75; M=2.95 and SD=0.79, for boys and girls 

respectively). Moreover, the result suggests that boys experience more externalising problems 

than girls while girls suffer from higher levels of internalising problems than do boys, 

irrespective of the family structure groups. Those difference between genders in relation to the 

outcomes are found to be statistically significant (at the 0.05% level). 
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Table 2. Descriptive data for analytical samples in different family structures (n=4336)  

  

Nuclear Family   JPC   Step Parents 

 Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls 

 (n=2789) (n=1383) (n=1415)  (n=758) (n=380) (n=370)  (n=195) (n=71) (n=124) 

  % % %   % % %   % % % 

Time Lived in Sweden            
   Their whole lives 86.5 86.7 86.2  89.4 90.5 88.4  68.7 67.6 69.4 

   Not their whole lives 13.5 13.3 13.8  10.6 9.5 11.6  31.3 32.4 30.6 

Parents’ Employment Status             
   No parents unemployed 94.2 94.6 93.9  96.0 96.9 95.1  88.2 84.5 90.3 
   At least one parent 
unemployed 5.8 5.4 6.1  4.0 3.1 4.9  11.8 15.5 9.7 

Parents’ Education Level            
   University 57.3 56.1 58.4  54.7 53.9 55.7  43.6 38.0 46.8 

   Don’t know 28.8 28.4 29.3  29.4 29.9 28.9  34.4 38.0 32.3 

   Primary/Secondary 13.9 15.5 12.3  15.8 16.2 15.4  22.1 24.0 20.9 

Perceived Parental Support              
    Low (< 75th percentile) 66.5 68.3 64.8  72.7 71.6 73.8  77.4 81.7 75.0 

    High (≥ 75th percentile) 33.5 31.7 35.2  27.3 28.4 26.2  22.6 18.3 25.0 

Perceived Teacher Support                  
    Low (< 75th percentile) 67.0 63.6 70.4  67.8 64.4 71.4  69.2 64.8 71.8 

    High (≥75th percentile) 33.0 36.4 29.6  32.2 35.6 28.6  30.8 35.2 28.2 

 Nuclear Family  JPC  Step Parents 

 Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls 

 Mean Std.Dev Mean 
Std 

Dev. Mean Std.Dev  Mean Std.Dev Mean Std.Dev Mean 
Std 

Dev.  Mean Std.Dev Mean 
Std 

Dev. Mean 

Perceived Parental Support  3.35 0.60 3.34 0.59 3.36 0.61  3.28 0.59 3.27 0.62 3.30 0.56  3.09 0.72 3.03 0.77 3.13 

Perceived Teacher Support  2.68 0.56 2.72 0.58 2.64 0.54  2.69 0.56 2.71 0.57 2.66 0.55  2.64 0.58 2.64 0.63 2.64 

Externalizing Problem  1.91 0.53 1.99 0.55 1.83 0.51  1.98 0.53 2.06 0.55 1.90 0.50  1.99 0.54 2.11 0.56 1.92 

Internalizing Problem  2.41 0.76 2.10 0.63 2.72 0.75   2.53 0.74 2.25 0.65 2.83 0.73   2.72 0.80 2.39 0.77 2.92 
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Nuclear Family 

 Full Sample Boys 

 (n=2798) (n=1383) 

  % % 

Time Lived in Sweden   
   Their whole lives 86.5 86.7 

   Not their whole lives 13.5 13.3 

Parents’ Employment Status   

Time Lived in Sweden

   Their whole lives

   Not their whole lives

Parents’ Employment Status

   No parents unemployed

   At least one parent unemployed

Parents’ Education Level

   University

   Don’t know

   Primary/Secondary

Perceived Parental Support 

    Low (< 75th percentile)

    High (≥ 75th percentile)

Perceived Teacher Support 

    Low (< 75th percentile)

    High (≥75th percentile)

Mean Std.Dev Mean Std Dev. MeanStd.Dev Mean Std.Dev MeanStd.DevMeanStd Dev. MeanStd.DevMeanStd Dev.MeanStd.Dev MeanStd Dev.MeanStd.DevMeanStd Dev.

Perceived Parental Support 3.35 0.60 3.34 0.59 3.36 0.61 3.28 0.59 3.27 0.62 3.30 0.56 3.09 0.72 3.03 0.77 3.13 0.69 3.18 0.67 3.14 0.66 3.21 0.68

Perceived Teacher Support 2.68 0.56 2.72 0.58 2.64 0.54 2.69 0.56 2.71 0.57 2.66 0.55 2.64 0.58 2.64 0.63 2.64 0.56 2.60 0.60 2.65 0.62 2.56 0.57

Externalizing Problem 1.91 0.53 1.99 0.55 1.83 0.51 1.98 0.53 2.06 0.55 1.90 0.50 1.99 0.54 2.11 0.56 1.92 0.52 2.04 0.56 2.07 0.58 2.02 0.54

Internalizing Problem 2.41 0.76 2.10 0.63 2.72 0.75 2.53 0.74 2.25 0.65 2.83 0.73 2.72 0.80 2.39 0.77 2.92 0.75 2.57 0.84 2.15 0.67 2.95 0.79

%

88.2 84.5 86.3

Step Parents Single Parent

Full Sample Boys Girls Full Sample Boys Girls

(n=308)

%

(n=71) (n=277)

%

(n=195) (n=585)(n=124)

% %

90.3

(n=2798) (n=1383)

% %

Nuclear Family JPC

Full Sample Girls Full Sample Boys Girls

(n=758) (n=388)

Boys

(n=1415)

86.7

13.3

56.1

28.4

15.5

31.7

66.5

33.5

13.5

57.3

28.8

13.9

94.2

5.8

86.5

68.3

36.4

63.6

33.0

94.6

5.4

67.0

58.4

29.3

12.3

67.8

32.2

Girls

96.0

4.0

54.7

29.4

15.8

72.7

27.3

64.8

29.6

70.4

93.9

35.2

28.6

71.4

Boys

(n=370)

95.1

4.9

88.4

11.6

55.7

28.9

15.4

26.2

73.871.6

35.6

64.4

53.9

29.9

16.2

28.4

3.1 11.8

68.7

31.3

% % % % %

90.5

9.5

86.2

13.8

89.4

10.6

6.1

96.9

67.6

22.6

69.2

30.8

64.8

69.4

30.6

46.8

32.3

20.9

25.0

75.0

28.2

71.8

43.6

34.4

22.1

18.3

77.4 81.7

35.2

32.4

38.0

38.0

24.0

15.5

26.7

71.1

28.9

9.7

79.4

20.6

22.4

77.6

42.9

37.9

19.1

73.3

13.7

80.9

19.1

82.1

17.9

30.5

69.5

45.5

35.4

19.1

25.0

75.0

40.1

40.8

19.1

33.2

66.8

84.1

15.9

88.8

11.2

Nuclear Family JPC Step Parents Single Parent

Full Sample Full Sample Girls Full Sample Boys Girls Full Sample Boys GirlsBoys
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   No parents unemployed 94.2 94.6 

   At least one parent unemployed 5.8 5.4 

Parents’ Education Level   
   University 57.3 56.1 

   Don’t know 28.8 28.4 

   Primary/Secondary 13.9 15.5 

Perceived Parental Support   
    Low (< 75th percentile) 66.5 68.3 

    High (≥ 75th percentile) 33.5 31.7 

Perceived Teacher Support    
    Low (< 75th percentile) 67.0 63.6 

    High (≥75th percentile) 33.0 36.4 

 Nuclear Family 

 Full Sample Boys 

 

Mea
n 

Std.De
v 

Mea
n 

Perceived Parental Support  3.35 0.60 3.34 

Perceived Teacher Support  2.68 0.56 2.72 

Externalizing Problem  1.91 0.53 1.99 

Internalizing Problem  2.41 0.76 2.10 

 

 

 

  Nuclear Family   JPC   Step Parents 

 Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls 

 (n=2789) (n=1383) (n=1415)  (n=758) (n=380) (n=370)  (n=195) (n=71) (n=124) 

  % % %   % % %   % % % 

Time Lived in Sweden            
   Their whole lives 86.5 86.7 86.2  89.4 90.5 88.4  68.7 67.6 69.4 

   Not their whole lives 13.5 13.3 13.8  10.6 9.5 11.6  31.3 32.4 30.6 
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Parents’ Employment Status             
   No parents unemployed 94.2 94.6 93.9  96.0 96.9 95.1  88.2 84.5 90.3 
   At least one parent 
unemployed 5.8 5.4 6.1  4.0 3.1 4.9  11.8 15.5 9.7 

Parents’ Education Level            
   University 57.3 56.1 58.4  54.7 53.9 55.7  43.6 38.0 46.8 

   Don’t know 28.8 28.4 29.3  29.4 29.9 28.9  34.4 38.0 32.3 

   Primary/Secondary 13.9 15.5 12.3  15.8 16.2 15.4  22.1 24.0 20.9 

Perceived Parental Support              
    Low (< 75th percentile) 66.5 68.3 64.8  72.7 71.6 73.8  77.4 81.7 75.0 

    High (≥ 75th percentile) 33.5 31.7 35.2  27.3 28.4 26.2  22.6 18.3 25.0 

Perceived Teacher Support                  
    Low (< 75th percentile) 67.0 63.6 70.4  67.8 64.4 71.4  69.2 64.8 71.8 

    High (≥75th percentile) 33.0 36.4 29.6  32.2 35.6 28.6  30.8 35.2 28.2 

 Nuclear Family  JPC  Step Parents 

 Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls 

 Mean Std.Dev Mean 
Std 

Dev. Mean Std.Dev  Mean Std.Dev Mean Std.Dev Mean 
Std 

Dev.  Mean Std.Dev Mean 
Std 

Dev. Mean 

Perceived Parental Support  3.35 0.60 3.34 0.59 3.36 0.61  3.28 0.59 3.27 0.62 3.30 0.56  3.09 0.72 3.03 0.77 3.13 

Perceived Teacher Support  2.68 0.56 2.72 0.58 2.64 0.54  2.69 0.56 2.71 0.57 2.66 0.55  2.64 0.58 2.64 0.63 2.64 

Externalizing Problem  1.91 0.53 1.99 0.55 1.83 0.51  1.98 0.53 2.06 0.55 1.90 0.50  1.99 0.54 2.11 0.56 1.92 

Internalizing Problem  2.41 0.76 2.10 0.63 2.72 0.75   2.53 0.74 2.25 0.65 2.83 0.73   2.72 0.80 2.39 0.77 2.92 

 

 

  Nuclear Family   JPC   Step Parents 

 Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls 

 (n=2789) (n=1383) (n=1415)  (n=758) (n=380) (n=370)  (n=195) (n=71) (n=124) 

  % % %   % % %   % % % 

Time Lived in Sweden            
   Their whole lives 86.5 86.7 86.2  89.4 90.5 88.4  68.7 67.6 69.4 

   Not their whole lives 13.5 13.3 13.8  10.6 9.5 11.6  31.3 32.4 30.6 
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Parents’ Employment Status             
   No parents unemployed 94.2 94.6 93.9  96.0 96.9 95.1  88.2 84.5 90.3 
   At least one parent 
unemployed 5.8 5.4 6.1  4.0 3.1 4.9  11.8 15.5 9.7 

Parents’ Education Level            
   University 57.3 56.1 58.4  54.7 53.9 55.7  43.6 38.0 46.8 

   Don’t know 28.8 28.4 29.3  29.4 29.9 28.9  34.4 38.0 32.3 

   Primary/Secondary 13.9 15.5 12.3  15.8 16.2 15.4  22.1 24.0 20.9 

Perceived Parental Support              
    Low (< 75th percentile) 66.5 68.3 64.8  72.7 71.6 73.8  77.4 81.7 75.0 

    High (≥ 75th percentile) 33.5 31.7 35.2  27.3 28.4 26.2  22.6 18.3 25.0 

Perceived Teacher Support                  
    Low (< 75th percentile) 67.0 63.6 70.4  67.8 64.4 71.4  69.2 64.8 71.8 

    High (≥75th percentile) 33.0 36.4 29.6  32.2 35.6 28.6  30.8 35.2 28.2 

 Nuclear Family  JPC  Step Parents 

 Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls  Full Sample Boys Girls 

 Mean Std.Dev Mean 
Std 

Dev. Mean Std.Dev  Mean Std.Dev Mean Std.Dev Mean 
Std 

Dev.  Mean Std.Dev Mean 
Std 

Dev. Mean 

Perceived Parental Support  3.35 0.60 3.34 0.59 3.36 0.61  3.28 0.59 3.27 0.62 3.30 0.56  3.09 0.72 3.03 0.77 3.13 

Perceived Teacher Support  2.68 0.56 2.72 0.58 2.64 0.54  2.69 0.56 2.71 0.57 2.66 0.55  2.64 0.58 2.64 0.63 2.64 

Externalizing Problem  1.91 0.53 1.99 0.55 1.83 0.51  1.98 0.53 2.06 0.55 1.90 0.50  1.99 0.54 2.11 0.56 1.92 

Internalizing Problem  2.41 0.76 2.10 0.63 2.72 0.75   2.53 0.74 2.25 0.65 2.83 0.73   2.72 0.80 2.39 0.77 2.92 
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Separate multiple regression analyses examining the association between family structures and 

externalising problems for boys and girls are presented in Table 3. Model 1a shows the 

unadjusted relationship between family structures and adolescents’ externalising problems. As 

can be seen, living in non-nuclear families is positively associated with more externalising 

problems among adolescent boys. Boys growing up in JPC settings (B=0.07) and living with 

single parents (B=0.07) exhibit more externalising problem as compared to those living in 

nuclear families. Yet, we find no significant association of living in stepparent’s group with 

externalising problems among adolescent boys. Model 1a also displays the crude association 

between control variables and the outcomes. As revealed in Model 1a, boys who have not been 

living in Sweden their whole lives (B=0.08) are also associated with higher levels of 

externalising problems. Of the socioeconomic status variables, we find that boys in families 

with at least one unemployed parent (B=0.11) and living with lower-educated parents (B=0.11) 

are associated with higher levels of externalising problems. Furthermore, it is apparent that low 

levels of perceived parental support (B=0.19) and teacher support (B=0.18) are associated with 

more externalising problems among boys. In Model 2a, when the variables of parental 

socioeconomic status and time lived in Sweden are included simultaneously, the positive 

association between externalising problems and boys living single parents becomes weaker and 

is no longer significant. When perceived parental support is taken into account in Model 3a, 

the positive association between living in JPC settings and boys’ externalising problems is only 

slightly altered (B=0.06), but a statistically significant difference remains at 5% level. In Model 

4a, parental support is substituted by teacher support. The association becomes stronger and 

remains statistically significant among boys living in JPC settings (B=0.07). Finally, adjusting 

for all control variables and both types of perceived supports in Models 5a leads the B 

coefficient to drop slightly. Yet, the final model still demonstrates a statistically significant 

association between living in JPC settings (B=0.06) and externalising problems among 

adolescent boys as compared to those living in nuclear families.  

 

Model 1b shows the unadjusted relationship between family structures and externalising 

problems among girls. As can be seen, a statistically positive association is found between 

girls’ externalising problems and living in all non-nuclear family groups, namely JPC 

(B=0.07), stepparents (B=0.10) and single parent groups (B=0.19), compared with girls 

growing up in nuclear families.  Of the control variables, no significant differences could be 

found for the time lived in Sweden or parental unemployment on externalising problems. Yet, 

Model 1b demonstrates that having parents with primary or secondary education (B=0.09) is 
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associated with higher levels of externalising problems among girls. It is also apparent in Model 

1b that girls with low levels of perceived parental support (B=0.27) and teacher support 

(B=0.20) are more likely to report higher levels of externalising problems. Next, Model 2b is 

adjusted for time lived in Sweden and parental socioeconomic status. We find that irrespective 

of their sociodemographic backgrounds, living in JPC settings (B=0.07) or growing up with 

only one parent (B=0.18) is statistically associated with more girls’ externalising problems. 

However, this association is no longer significant among girls living with their stepparents. 

When Model 3b includes parental support, the main associations decrease in strength to some 

extent. While girls living with single parents’ families (B=0.17) are more likely to report more 

externalising problems than girls in nuclear families, Model 3b shows that the association 

between living in JPC settings and externalising problems among girls becomes statistically 

insignificant. In Model 4b, when teacher support replaces parental support, the associations 

become stronger and remain statistically significant among both girls living in JPC settings 

(B=0.07) and living with single parents (B=0.17), suggesting that parental support may 

contribute to accounting for the association between family structures and externalising 

problems among girls. Finally, after  control variables and both types of perceived supports are 

included in Models 5b, our findings indicate that externalising problems of girls living only 

with single parents (B=0.16) are more pronounced than their counterparts in nuclear families. 

However, the association becomes non-significant among girls living in JPC settings. 

 

Moreover, we examine the value adjusted R squared (R2) to see the percentage of total 

variance of the dependent variables explained by the regression model. In the crude models 1a 

and 1b, we find that family structures explain only 0.3% and 1.5% of the variation in 

externalising problems among boys and girls, respectively. Model 2a presents that family 

structures, time lived in Sweden, and parents’ education level explain 0.9% of the variance in 

externalising problems among adolescent boys. For girls, 2.1% of the variance in externalising 

problems is explained by family structures and parent’s education level only as time lived in 

Sweden is not significantly related to the externalising problem of adolescents’ girls (Model 

2b). Adding parental support in Models 3a and 3b leads to a substantial increase in adjusted R2 

to 3.1% for boys and 7.6% for girls. When parental support is replaced by teacher support in 

Models 4a and 4b, adjusted R2 increases to 3.4% for boys and decreases 5.1% for girls. This 

finding suggests that parental support has a stronger relation to externalising problems than 

teacher support for adolescent girls. Finally, when all control variables and both types of 

perceived support are included in Models 5a and 5b, the adjusted R2 increases to 4.8% for boys 
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and 9.2% for girls. While 4.8% and 9,2% of the variance in externalising problems among 

adolescent boys and girls could be explained by the same variables, namely family structures, 

parent’s education level, and both types of perceived supports, we find that the time lived in 

Sweden variable only explains the variance in externalising problems among boy because we 

find no association between this variable and externalising problem of adolescents’ girls (as 

seen in Table 3).  

 

The result of the multiple regression analyses on internalising problems for boys and girls are 

summarized in Table 4. With regard to boys, Model 1a suggests that boys living in non-nuclear 

families report higher levels of internalising problems, specifically those in JPC (B=0.16) and 

resided with stepparents (B=0.29). Of the studied variables, Model 1a also shows that boys 

who live with at least one unemployed parent (B=0.33), have low perceived parental support 

(B=0.32), and have low perceived teacher support (B=0.20) are positively associated with more 

internalising problems compared with those living with both employed parents, having high 

perceived parental and teacher support. However, no significant differences were found for the 

variables time lived in Sweden or parents’ education level. Model 2a adds socioeconomic 

backgrounds regarding time in Sweden, parents ‘education level, and parental unemployment 

status into analyses. The added variables alter the B coefficient for the stepparent group 

somewhat, but a statistically significant difference remains at 5% level, indicating that 

compared to nuclear families, boys living in JPC arrangements (B=0.16) and stepparents’ 

households (B=0.25) are more likely to have higher levels of internalising problems. 

Furthermore, the perceived parental support variable entered in Model 3a leads to only small 

decreases in the family structures effects (B=0.15 for boys in JPC settings and B=0.21 for boys 

in stepparents’ households). In Model 4a we observe that the B coefficient increases slightly 

(B=0.16 and B=0.25 for boys in JPC settings and stepparents’ households, respectively) after 

replacing perceived parental support variable with perceived teacher support variable into the 

analyses. Finally, Model 5a includes all of the control variables and both types of perceived 

supports. We find that there is still a statistically significant relationship between boys living 

in non-nuclear family, namely those in JPC settings (B=0.15) and living with their stepparents 

(B=0.21) with higher levels of the internalising problem, compared with those in nuclear 

families.  
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Table 4 also shows B coefficients for internalising problems in relation to family structures 

among adolescent girls. In Model 1b, the bivariate analyses reveal that B coefficients of 

internalising problems are significantly higher for girls living in JPC settings (B=0.11), in 

stepparents’ families (B=0.20), and in single parent groups (B=0.23) compared with those in 

nuclear families. In other words, living in non-nuclear families are associated with more 

internalising problems among adolescent girls. For the variable of time lived in Sweden, we 

find that there is a negative association between time lived in Sweden and internalising problem 

among adolescent girls. However, no statistically significant difference is found in this 

association. Regarding socioeconomic background variables, adolescents with at least one 

unemployed parent (B=0.15) report higher levels of internalising problems than their 

counterparts in the nuclear family group. Furthermore, Model 1b shows that parents’ education 

level is not statistically associated with internalising problems among girls. Yet, low perceived 

support from parents (B=0.42) and teachers (B=0.32) are associated with higher levels of 

internalising problems among adolescent girls. When control variables are included in Model 

2b, we find that the association between family structures and internalising problems for girls 

remains statistically significant at 5% level. Interestingly, when Model 3b is adjusted for 

control variables and perceived parental support, the B coefficients for all types of family 

structures are slightly attenuated. Consequently, the association between girls in JPC and 

higher levels of internalising problems no longer remain significant. In Model 4b, adding 

control variables and perceived support from teachers makes B coefficient for girls in JPC 

settings stronger. The association between girls in JPC and higher levels of internalising 

problems becomes statistically significant as compared to those in nuclear families. In Model 

5b when time lived in Sweden, socioeconomic backgrounds, and all perceived support are 

controlled,  girls living with stepparents (B=0.16) or single parents (B=0.19) are more likely to 

have higher levels of internalising problems than those in nuclear families. However, the 

association becomes non-significant among girls living in JPC settings. 

As can be seen from the crude models 1a and 1b in Table 4, family structures variables 

contribute independently 1.2% of explained variance in internalising problems for both girls 

and boys. When control variables are included in Models 2a and 2b, we find that adjusted R2 

increases to 2,8% and 1.8% for boys and girls, respectively. Of the total variation in 

internalising problems among boys, 2.8% can be attributed to family structures and parental 

unemployment. For girls, the results in Model 2b suggest that about 1.8% of the effect of family 

structures, time in Sweden, parental unemployment, and parents’ education level can be 
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attributed to higher levels of internalising problems. Adding parental support in Models 3a and 

3b produce a significant increase in adjusted R2 for both boys and girls (7.4% and 7.9%, 

respectively). Yet, we find that adjusted R2 decreases to 4.8% for boys and 4.9% for girls after 

replacing parental support with teacher support in Models 4a and 4b. Corresponding with the 

finding we have in externalising problems, we assume that parental support also has a stronger 

relation to internalising problems than teacher support for both adolescent boys and girls. 

Finally, Model 5 includes all of the control variables and both types of perceived support. From 

adjusted R2 found in Models 5a and 5b, it is apparent that 8.6% and 9.5% of the total variation 

in the internalising problems among boys and girls, respectively, can be explained by family 

structures, parental unemployment, and perceived teacher from parents and teacher.  
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Table 3. Multiple linear regression analyses modelling the association between family structures and externalising behaviour problems for boys 

(n=2119) and girls (n=2217) separately. 

 
 

Results in bold are statistically significant (ρ < 0.05) 

Model 1: Unadjusted 

Model 2: Adjusted for time lived in Sweden and socioeconomic status 

Model 3: Adjusted for time lived in Sweden, socioeconomic status, and parental support 

Model 4: Adjusted for time lived in Sweden, socioeconomic status, and teacher support 

Model 5: Adjusted for time lived in Sweden, socioeconomic status, parental support, and teacher support  

 

 

  

Model 1a Model 2a Model 3a Model 4a Model 5a Model 1b Model 2b Model 3b Model 4b Model 5b

Β (95%CI) Β (95%CI) Β (95 % CI) Β (95 %CI) Β (95 % CI) Β (95%CI) Β (95%CI) Β (95 % CI) Β (95 %CI) Β (95 % CI)

Family Structures

  Nuclear Family (ref.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

  Join Physical Custody 0.067(0.004,0.129) 0.070(0.008,0.132) 0.064(0.002,0.125) 0.069(0.008,0.131) 0.064(0.003,0.125) 0.069(0.010,0.127) 0.067(0.008,0.125) 0.044(-0.013,0.101) 0.065(0.008,0.123) 0.045(-0.011,0.102)

  Step Parents 0.112(-0.020,0.244) 0.078(-0.055,0.211) 0.055(-0.076,0.187) 0.072(-0.059,0.203) 0.054(-0.076,0.185) 0.098(0.004,0.192) 0.093(-0.002,0.187) 0.067(-0.025,0.159) 0.086(-0.007,0.179) 0.065(-0.026,0.156)

  Single Parent 0.072(0.001,0.143) 0.055(-0.017,0.127) 0.039(-0.033,0.110) 0.047(-0.024,0.118) 0.035(-0.035,0.106) 0.190(0.127,0.253) 0.177(0.113,0.240) 0.167(0.106,0.229) 0.165(0.102,0.228) 0.159(0.098,0.221)

Time Lived in Sweden

  Their whole lives (ref.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

  Not their whole lives 0.076(0.009,0.144) 0.074(0.006,0.142) 0.068(0.001,0.136) 0.085(0.018,0.152) 0.079(0.012,0.146) -0.017(-0.077,0.044) -0.033(-0.093,0.027) -0.024(-0.083,0.034) -0.013(-0.072,0.047) -0.010(-0.068,0.049)

Parental Unemployment

   No parents unemployed (ref.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

   At least one parent unemployed 0.109(0.010,0.208) 0.081(-0.019,0.181) 0.074(-0.025,0.173) 0.096(-0.002,0.195) 0.088(-0.010,0.187) 0.073(-0.008,0.155) 0.041(-0.041,0.123) 0.030(-0.049,0.110) 0.052(-0.029,0.133) 0.040(-0.039,0.119)

Parents’ Education Level

   University  (ref.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

   Dont know 0.034(-0.020,0.087) 0.026(-0.027,0.080) 0.024(-0.029,0.077) 0.026(-0.027,0.079) 0.024(-0.029,0.076) 0.101(0.053,0.150) 0.091(0.043,0.140) 0.077(0.030,0.124) 0.099(0.051,0.146) 0.084(0.037,0.131)

   Primary/Secondary 0.114(0.047,0.180) 0.106(0.039,0.173) 0.106(0.040,0.172) 0.104(0.038,0.170) 0.104(0.038,0.170) 0.091(0.027,0.154) 0.073(0.009,0.136) 0.056(-0.006,0.117) 0.077(0.014,0.139) 0.061(-0.001,0.122)

Perceived Parental Support 

    High (≥ 75th percentile) ref. 0 0 0 0 0 0

    Low (< 75th percentile) 0.189(0.138,0.240) 0.182(0.131,0.233) 0.150(0.099,0.202) 0.270(0.225,0.314) 0.259(0.214,0.303) 0.230(0.186,0.275)

Perceived Teacher Support 

    High (≥ 75th percentile) ref. 0 0 0 0 0 0

    Low (< 75th percentile) 0.181(0.132,0.229) 0.184(0.135,0.232) 0.156(0.107,0.205) 0.197(0.150,0.243) 0.196(0.150,0.243) 0.150(0.104,0.197)

Adjusted R² 0.003 0.009 0.031 0.034 0.048 0.015 0.021 0.076 0.051 0.092

BOYS GIRLS

Externalizing Problem
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Table 4. Multiple linear regression analyses modelling the association between family structures and internalising problems for boys (n=2119) and 

girls (n=2217) separately. 

 

Results in bold are statistically significant (ρ < 0.05) 

Model 1: Unadjusted 

Model 2: Adjusted for time lived in Sweden and socioeconomic status 

Model 3: Adjusted for time lived in Sweden, socioeconomic status, and parental support 

Model 4: Adjusted for time lived in Sweden, socioeconomic status, and teacher support 

Model 5: Adjusted for time lived in Sweden, socioeconomic status, parental support, and teacher support

Model 1a Model 2a Model 3a Model 4a Model 5a Model 1b Model 2b Model 3b Model 4b Model 5b

Β (95%CI) Β (95%CI) Β (95 % CI) Β (95 %CI) Β (95 % CI) Β (95%CI) Β (95%CI) Β (95 % CI) Β (95 %CI) Β (95 % CI)

Family Structures

  Nuclear Family (ref.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

  Join Physical Custody 0.156(0.083,0.229) 0.162(0.090,0.235) 0.152(0.08,0.222) 0.161(0.090,0.233) 0.152(0.082,0.222) 0.105(0.018,0.191) 0.102(0.015,0.188) 0.067(-0.017,0.150) 0.095(0.010,0.181) 0.069(-0.014,0.152)

  Step Parents 0.289(0.135,0.443) 0.251(0.097,0.406) 0.214(0.063,0.365) 0.251(0.092,0.398) 0.213(0.063,0.363) 0.199(0.060,0.337) 0.202(0.063,0.342) 0.162(0.027,0.298) 0.195(0.057,0.333) 0.158(0.024,0.292)

  Single Parent 0.055(-0.029,0.138) 0.032(-0.052,0.115) 0.005(-0.077,0.087) 0.023(-0.060,0.106) 0.001(-0.080,0.083) 0.229(0.136,0.323) 0.214(0.120,0.308) 0.200(0.109,0.291) 0.191(0.098,0.284) 0.187(0.097,0.277)

Time Lived in Sweden

  Their whole lives (ref.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

  Not their whole lives 0.012(-0.068,0.091) -0.007(-0.078,0.072) -0.016(-0.094,0.061) 0.005(-0.073,0.084) -0.006(0.083,0.071) -0.065(-0.154,0.024) -0.094(-0.183,-0.004) -0.080(-0.167,0.006) -0.061(-0.149,0.027) -0.057(-0.143,-0.029)

Parental Unemployment

   No parents unemployed (ref.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

   At least one parent unemployed 0.334(0.219,0.450) 0.325(0.209,0.442) 0.314(0.200,0.428) 0.343(0.228,0.458) 0.329(0.216,0.442) 0.152(0.032,0.272) 0.126(0.004,0.247) 0.110(-0.008,0.227) 0.144(0.025,0.263) 0.125(0.009,0.242)

Parents’ Education Level

   University  (ref.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

   Dont know 0.043(-0.020,0.106) 0.026(-0.037,0.088) 0.022(-0.039,0.083) 0.025(-0.037,0.087) 0.022(-0.039,0.082) 0.023(-0.049,0.094) 0.009(-0.062,0.080) -0.014(-0.083,0.055) 0.021(-0.049,0.091) -0.002(-0.071,0.066)

   Primary/Secondary 0.073(-0.005,0.151) 0.043(-0.035,0.121) 0.042(-0.034,0.118) 0.040(-0.037,0.117) 0.040(-0.036,0.116) 0.115(0.021,0.209) 0.087(0.007,0.181) 0.060(-0.031,0.151) 0.094(0.002,0.186) 0.068(-0.022,0.159)

Perceived Parental Support 

    High (≥ 75th percentile) ref. 0 0 0 0 0 0

    Low (< 75th percentile) 0.315(0.255,0.374) 0.304(0.245,0.363) 0.272(0.212,0.331) 0.415(0.349,0.480) 0.402(0.337,0.467) 0.357(0.291,0.423)

Perceived Teacher Support 

    High (≥ 75th percentile) ref. 0 0 0 0 0 0

    Low (< 75th percentile) 0.201(0.144,0.258) 0.207(0.151,0.264) 0.157(0.101,0.214) 0.316(0.247,0.384) 0.311(0.242,0.379) 0.239(0.171,0.307)

Adjusted R² 0.012 0.028 0.074 0.048 0.086 0.012 0.018 0.079 0.049 0.095

BOYS GIRLS

Internalizing Problem
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Discussion 

The present study aimed to investigate the association between family structures and 

adolescents’ externalising and internalising problems. The study further examines if 

adolescents’ perceived parental support and teacher support might differ across different type 

of family structures. Finally, we also try to explore whether the association between family 

structure, externalising and internalising problems among adolescents might be attributed to an 

individual’s level of parental and teacher support.  

 

The first research question concerned whether different types of family structure is linked to 

externalising and internalising problems among adolescent boys and girls. The results show a 

significant association between family structures and externalising as well as internalising 

problems, regardless of their gender . When compared to adolescents living in nuclear families, 

those living in non-nuclear families generally have higher levels of internalising and 

externalising problems, which is in accordance with results of prior studies (Perales et al.,2017; 

Bask, 2015; Bergström et al., 2015, Carlsund  et al.,2015). These associations persist and 

remain significant even after adjustment for possible confounders. With regards to 

externalising problems, we find that boys living in JPC settings experience more externalising 

problems compared to those in nuclear families, whereas no significant association is found on 

boys living with stepparents and single parents. These results are consistent with other research 

indicating that boys tend to externalise their behaviour in response to stressful life events as 

their activities are supervised less closely by their parents  (Bask, 2015). Yet, it seems that these 

findings are not in line with Turunen and colleagues (2017) who found that those living in JPC 

reported  less health problem compared to their counterparts in other non-nuclear families. The 

first explanation for those results can be differences in the items capturing externalising 

problem. It is thus possible that boys living in stepparent or single parent groups might be more 

prone to another dimension of externalising problems involving alcohol misuse, drug abuse, 

and other criminal activities, that are beyond the scope of this paper (Bask, 2015). A previous 

study also revealed the importance of examining different types of externalising problems 

because different mechanisms might underlie the association between family structures and 

certain types of externalising problems for boys and girls (Vanassche et al., 2014). Another 

explanation can be due to a small sample size of adolescents’ boys living with stepparents and 

single parents families (Nilsen et al., 2018). Therefore the association of these types of family 

structures on boys’ health outcomes are not statistically significant. Moreover, it seems 
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possible that no association between living in stepparent families and externalising problems 

is in line with Hoskins (2014) suggesting that those living with stepparent families were more 

likely associated with poorer emotional outcomes, but better behavioural outcomes (Hoskins, 

2014).  

 

For girls, the full models reveal a significant difference in externalising problem for those living 

with only single parents compared to the counterparts in nuclear families, while it is non-

significant for both girls living in JPC settings and stepparent families. This result is in line 

with the notion that single parents in Sweden are at a higher risk of multiple disadvantages. It 

has, for instance, been suggested that the absence of one of the biological parents could not be 

substituted by increased parent-child attachment because the nature of single parenthood with 

fewer resources has impaired their abilities to build a strong and secure attachment (Lansford 

et al. 2007; Mack et al., 2015). A possible explanation for the finding showing that there is no 

association between externalising problems of girls and living in JPC and stepparents families 

could be due to progressive family policy in Scandinavian countries that enable children to 

maintain contact with their nonresidential biological parents (Bergström et al.,2013). As 

suggested by Låftman and colleagues (2014), an equal amount of time and contact with both 

parents could be attributed to better parental monitoring and socialisation when adolescents 

started living in non-nuclear families. Moreover, these results may be explained by the fact that 

higher levels of prosocial behaviour in girls, resulting from their stronger attachment towards 

essential institutions, may protect girls in JPC and stepparent family groups from adverse peer 

effects  (Bask, 2015).  

 

With regard to the internalising problem, the finding of this study demonstrates that boys living 

in JPC settings and stepparents families are more prone to report internalising problems than 

boys living in nuclear families. This finding is in accordance with previous studies suggesting 

that the presence of half or stepsiblings and nonresidential parents, especially those who are 

less involved in parenting, is associated with lower self-esteem and higher depressive 

symptoms (Leme et al., 2015, Carlsund et al., 2013). Interestingly, we find no statistically 

significant relationship between family structure and internalising problems among boys 

residing with single parents. As boys  living in single parents may perceive inadequate parental 

support, a possible explanation for this is that instead of internalising their feelings, boys tend 

to engage in more risky behaviours when facing stressful events (Mack et al., 2015). 
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However, the results retrieved for girls suggests that girls residing in either stepparents or single 

parents families both tend to report higher levels of internalising problems when compared to 

their counterparts in nuclear families. This finding has been confirmed by previous research 

arguing that living in non-nuclear families may impair the socialisation process in the family 

and lead a child to develop internalising problems (Hoskins, 2014; Lumino et al., 2016). 

Several factors, such as female’s lower self-evaluation, higher levels of emotional reliance, 

empathy, and increased sensitivity towards other people’s suffering may possibly contribute to 

higher levels of depression and anxiety among girls in stepparent and single-parent families 

(Rosenfield et al., 2006).  

 

The second research question explored whether there are any differences in perceived parental 

and teacher support across different types of family structures. When the level of perceived 

parental and teacher support are presented across family structure groups, it is shown a clear 

gradient for both boys and girls with lower perceived support are found among those living in 

non-nuclear families, especially those living with stepparents and living with single 

parents.These results are consistent with those of Hamama and Roben-Shenhav (2015) who 

argued that stressful events, such as parental separation and remarriage, may lead to a decline 

in individuals’ perception of support from other environments outside the family. Those 

adolescents may have greater difficulties in maintaining good relationships with their teachers 

as they might possess lower self-perception and poorer social competence than their 

counterparts who have a stronger attachment with both parents in nuclear families (Hamre & 

Pianta, 2001; Garnefski & Rene, 1996).  

 

Interestingly, girls in all family structures groups perceive higher levels of parental support, 

whereas teachers support is perceived higher among boys. Yet, this result is inconsistent with 

the previous studies which suggest that girls may perceive higher support from teachers as they 

are more relation-oriented than boys (Lei et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2016; Camara et al.,2017). 

There are several possible explanations for this result. First, several studies revealed that boys 

and girls might perceive different types of social support from their surroundings (Kjellström 

et al., 2016; Låftman & Modin, 2012). Thus, we argue that the items used in rating perceived 

teacher support in this study are likely to represent specific types of support that are required 

by boys, namely instrumental and appraisal support (Låftman & Modin, 2012). Second, girls' 

lower perceptions of teacher support may attribute to higher levels of school-related stress 

concerning academic ambition and their futures, which make girls expect a higher degree of 
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support from their teachers than boys (Östberg et al., 2015). Third, the finding is in line with 

previous research suggesting that those with internalising problems are more likely to be 

unnoticed by teachers and had more conflict upon social engagement with teachers (Huber et 

al., 2012).  

 

The third research question investigates to what extent the association between family 

structure, externalising and internalising problems can be attributed to an individual’s level of 

parental and teacher support. The current results show that after perceived parental and teacher 

support are included in the model, the associations attenuate, but a statistically significant 

association between family structures and externalising as well as internalising problems 

remain for all genders, suggesting that the associations could be accounted for by adolescents’ 

perceptions towards parental and teacher support. This result is in accordance with previous 

studies which argued that family structure indirectly influenced externalising and internalising 

problems through parental support as those studies also revealed that perceived parental 

support is associated with lower levels of adolescent delinquency, aggression, depressive 

symptoms, and irritability (Vanassche et al., 2014; Lansford et al., 2001; Vandervalk et al., 

2004; Hoskins, 2014). Regarding teacher support, this finding is also in line with other 

researches who argued that compared to adolescents who have positive interaction with both 

parents in the same households, those who suffer from a wide range of adverse life events 

resulting from parental separation and remarriage may not have the same skills to form positive 

relationships with their teachers as well as to claim the support they need as (Fredriksen & 

Rhodes, 2004; O’Malley et al., 2015). Consequently, it may affect their attitudes toward coping 

strategies and help-seeking behaviour used to deal with stress (Ledwell & King, 2015). 

Interestingly, the result of this study shows that parental support plays a more important role 

than teacher support in affecting adolescents’ health for all genders. Based on the existing view, 

this could be because educational system has shifted from a primary teacher to multiple subject 

teachers, larger class sizes, higher curriculum demands that would result in fewer opportunities 

for supportive contact between teachers and students (Reddy et al., 2003). Furthermore, these 

results could be attributed to teachers’ mindset towards those adolescents (Rueger et al., 2014). 

Teachers might withdraw their support towards their students as they expect those aged 14-16 

to be more independent (Rueger et al., 2014). Additionally, it seems that neighbourhood, peers 

and romantic relationship tend to fill an increasingly important function as sources of social 

support during adolescence (Camara et al., 2017; Pinquart, 2017).  
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Strengths and Limitations of the study 

One of the strengths of this study is the relatively large number of participants in 9th grade 

which is the right time when both internalising and externalising problems appear to be of great 

relevance. The fairly large data material also enables us to analyse the associations on boys and 

girls in various family structures separately. Second, we address perceived parental and teacher 

support of adolescents that are not studied so often in relation to the family structure on 

adolescents. This study may give some broader understanding of the role of parents and 

teachers on the association between living in different family structures and adolescents’ 

externalising and internalising problem since it has commonly been assumed that support from 

friends is more important in affecting adolescents’ health. The other strength of this study is 

the use of perceived support to measure parental and teacher support. Some studies argue that 

perceived support in a better indicator of the quality of social support on adolescents when 

compared to received support (Wills & Shinar, 2000). Moreover, this study was also able to 

include two aspects of adolescents’ problems which are usually studied separately.  

 

However, there are also some study limitations that are needed to be discussed. First, as we 

utilise cross-sectional data, possibilities to draw any such causal inferences are limited. Second, 

we are not able to define JPC setting and stepparents groups accurately in this study as the 

question concerning family structures was posed “Which people do you live with” can confuse 

us in making a categorisation. There is no further explanation in the survey whether those 

adolescents live in 50-50 shared residence with both parents or no. Third, the measurement of 

internalising problems, externalising problems, as well as perceived support may not reflect 

the exact definition of those variables since this survey is not a validated instrument with the 

capacity of detecting adolescents at risk, although the internal reliability of the measures was 

good. Future research should examine exposure to a broader range of externalising and 

internalising problems in various domains. For instance, delinquency and criminal activities 

could also be included, to fully capture the complexity of externalising problems, especially 

among adolescents. Forth, concerning the use of self-reported measures, recall bias can be a 

particular concern in this study as adolescents should recall many items that they have 

experienced in a year. Another bias is also due to the fact that adolescents who have been 

exposed to stressful life events in the past may remember and value their subsequent outcomes 

with a different degree of completeness or accuracy compared to their counterparts with better 

health status (Bask, 2015). Furthermore, the cut-off used may not represent the actual definition 

of high and low support perceived by adolescents. Moreover, the generalisability is affected by 
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its external and internal attrition. Concerning external attrition, it was predicted that students 

who did not attend school when the survey was conducted might have worse health status as 

well as live in certain family types. Yet, the internal attrition resulting from excluded 

participants who did not answer the survey completely may further have limited our 

conclusion. Sensitivity analyses suggest, for instance, that the analytical sample may be 

somewhat better off both in terms of background characteristics, perceived support, and in 

relation to the studied outcomes than the full sample (see Table 1 for further information). 

Consequently, we might have underestimated the associations and the degree of externalising 

and internalising problems of adolescents in this study. It is also possible that some of the 

participating students might be raised by the same-sex parents or have more than two adults as 

their caretakers, something that could not be accounted for in the current study (Östberg et al., 

2006).  

 

Conclusions & Implications  

The findings emphasised important differences in adolescents mental and behaviour problems 

by family structures. This study also examined the degree of parental and teacher support that 

is perceived by adolescents in different types of family. First, we can conclude that living in 

non-nuclear families are adversely associated with externalising and internalising problems 

among adolescents. We found that boys who spend time in JPC settings and girls who spend 

time with single-parent families exhibit higher levels of externalising problems than do those 

who spend their lives with both of their biological parents. This study also revealed that boys 

living with their stepparents and in JPC settings as well as girls living in stepparent and single-

parent families are more likely to experience higher levels of internalising problems compared 

to their counterparts in nuclear families.  

 

Furthermore, minor differences across different types of family structures in perceived parental 

and teacher support were found. Regardless of the gender, adolescents in non-nuclear families 

perceive their parents as being less supportive as compared to those living in nuclear families. 

Among adolescents living in non-nuclear families, we find that boys and girls in JPC setting 

had the most positive parental support perceptions while those living in stepparent families 

perceive the lowest level of parental support. Interestingly, the findings suggest that girls in all 

family structures groups perceived higher levels of parental support than boys, while boys are 

more likely than girls to perceive higher support from teachers. This study has also shown that 
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parental support may mediate the association between family structure and adolescent’s 

externalising and internalising problems. 

 

Taken together, the finding from this study highlights the need for further research into a 

longitudinal approach to examine externalising and internalising problems and its connection 

to family structures. A longitudinal study will enable us to determine causal relationships 

between the variables as it helps us to capture the changes in adolescents’ living arrangements, 

suggesting that families are always in process and some adolescents may experience multiple 

transitions in their lives (Perales et al., 2017; Nilsen et al., 2018). We can use a longitudinal 

data to examine when parental separation has taken place so that we can observe whether the 

negative impact of marital separation on both internalising and externalising problems may 

gradually disappear or continue into late adolescence and adulthood (VanderValk et al., 2005; 

Nilsen et al., 2018). Furthermore, our results also suggest that future research should continue 

to focus on the effect of different types of social support as a moderator variable or a protective 

factor of living in non-nuclear families on externalising and internalising problems. Knowledge 

of the role of parental and teacher support may help to create suitable interventions targeted at 

adolescents who experience the stressful event in their families. For instance, training for 

teachers is a beneficial program to increase teachers’ alertness towards externalising and 

internalising problems of adolescents so that teachers can provide more support during the 

learning process. Professional development, namely by constructing specific pedagogical 

practices, may help the teacher to foster positive adjustment and coping skills as well as a 

realistic and positive outlook in adolescents who experience parental separation and divorce. 

Additionally, this research finding may validate the need for a collaborative program that 

addresses effective support and stress management for adolescents facilitated by teachers and 

parents. As this study finds that secure attachment between children and parents as well as 

effective parental support have positive outcomes for children, family policy in Sweden should 

ensure a better work-life balance that may enable parents to create a supportive home learning 

environment at home.  
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