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Introduction
When asked, parents often say that their greatest wishes for their children are that they grow into happy, healthy adolescents
and adults who establish connection to their communities. Ideal societies provide the opportunities for such progress among
all children. Parents expect that their children’s progress will reﬂect personal choices and interests, make contributions to
society, and include connections to family and others, and they hope the society will support such outcomes. These parental
aspirations are in some ways linked to children’s autonomy development, given that autonomy pertains to adolescents’
independence as well as the expression of their personal values and interests. Autonomy is then realized within a context
of the needs and desires of others at many levels of society – from family to neighborhood to community to culture.
This makes the study of autonomy development during adolescence (and throughout the lifespan) a ﬁeld that includes
many lines of research and much progress, but it is also one that is rife with diverse deﬁnitions, theories, frameworks,
and controversies.
The expression and development of autonomy is typically seen as an extremely challenging task for adolescents, sometimes
referred to as a critical developmental task (Noom et al., 2001; Zimmer-Gembeck and Collins, 2003). Although autonomy is
a developmental and individual process inﬂuenced by changes in competencies, skills, and social conditions at any age (Baltes
and Silverberg, 1994), adolescence is often described as a time when the task of autonomy development comes to the forefront,
due to multiple normative developmental changes experienced by adolescents. The onset of puberty, cognitive development
and brain maturation processes inﬂuence how adolescents see and think about themselves, and how they interact with others
(Steinberg, 2005). Moreover, societies and families around the world recognize this and increasingly afford adolescents more
rights and responsibilities as well (Eccles et al., 1993). These individual and societal changes explain why autonomy and its
development become central themes during the adolescent years, as they offer adolescents an opportunity to ﬁnd a synthesis
between these changing societal opportunities and demands and their personal interests, values, and goals. Successful
negotiation of this developmental milestone may considerably affect the quality of adolescents’ selected pathways, their
personal adjustment during later developmental stages, and the quality of their interpersonal relationships within and outside
the family. Failures in these tasks are at the very least correlates, but may also be causes, of many internalizing and externalizing
problems and relational difﬁculties (e.g., Allen et al., 2007; Ryan et al., 2016; Soenens et al., 2007; Zimmer-Gembeck et al.,
2018).
For decades, researchers have studied the nature of autonomy and its development, the successes and failures of social contexts
to promote autonomy, and the advantages and disadvantages of autonomous functioning. Overall, interest in the topic of
adolescent autonomy does not seem to be waning. Although such topics and research efforts are very diverse, they seem to converge
on a smaller number of overarching themes, which we address in this contribution. We begin by introducing two prominent
approaches to the study of adolescent autonomy. We discuss how autonomy has been conceptualized and operationalized within
each approach, and identify and brieﬂy summarize some research ﬁndings founded in each approach. We next compare these two
conceptualizations of autonomy and examine whether an integrative framework may facilitate the study of adolescent autonomy.
Finally, we review research on the interpersonal foundations of autonomy, including relationships with parents and peers, and the
inﬂuence of involvement in organizations and leisure activities.
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Theoretical Views of Autonomy and Autonomy Development
Deﬁnitions of autonomy have ranged from actions that are initiated and regulated by the core self to disengagement from parental
ties and control. The various deﬁnitions also imply how autonomy should be operationalized, how autonomous functioning is
important at all ages but still evolves with age, whether and how the social context affects autonomy development, whether
autonomy is (always) beneﬁcial for one’s personal and interpersonal adjustment, and whether experiences of autonomy are
universally important or culture-speciﬁc. In this section, we brieﬂy describe two approaches to the study of autonomy that have
been inﬂuential when studying adolescents or emerging adults. The ﬁrst perspective is the most classic, but still relevant, approach
to the study of autonomy development in developmental psychology. In this classic approach, autonomy is conceptualized as
independence from the parents. The second perspective, which is rooted in motivational theories, proposes a conceptualization
of autonomy as volitional or self-endorsed functioning. Although a newer approach, this second approach is now one of the
most prominent perspectives in studies of adolescents’ expression and development of autonomy.

Autonomy as Independence
In classic adolescent psychological theory, autonomy often is deﬁned as independence or self-reliance, that is, the extent to which
one acts, decides, feels or thinks without depending on others (e.g., Blos, 1979; Steinberg, 2005). The opposite of such a deﬁnition
of autonomy involves dependence, that is, the reliance on others and on parents, in particular. Typically, this perspective is said to
be largely rooted in psychoanalytic and neo-analytic theories of adolescent development, which portray adolescence as a second
phase of separation-individuation (Blos, 1979). During this individuation process, adolescents are expected to relinquish their
childish representations of their parents, which should result in a decreased psychological dependency on the parents for approval
and standards of conduct. This normative process of individuation is believed to manifest itself through increased independent
functioning at the behavioral, emotional, and cognitive level (Collins and Steinberg, 2006). At the behavioral level, independence
refers to the degree to which adolescents are able to solve problems and manage their personal affairs without relying on others (i.e.,
functional independence), as well as to independence in family decision-making (Dornbusch et al., 1990). Thereby, youth-alone
decision-making would reﬂect complete independence, whereas parent-alone decision-making would reﬂect complete dependency.
Emotional independence would involve adolescents’ freedom from excessive needs for approval and emotional support from the
parents (Beyers and Goossens, 1999), whereas cognitive independence would include a belief that one has control over one’s own
life and an increasing capacity for independent thought (Beckert, 2007).
For most of these indicators of independent functioning, age-related increases across time have been documented in research
(e.g., Qin et al., 2009). Such ﬁndings underscore the development of autonomy, deﬁned as independent functioning, as a normative
developmental task for adolescents. However, it is not clear from research whether an increase in adolescent independence from
parents is a positive for psychosocial functioning. Higher levels of independent functioning sometimes have been linked to better
psychosocial adjustment (Qin et al., 2009), yet most often, more independence has been found to relate to more maladjustment,
including lowered subjective well-being and more behavioral problems in particular (e.g., Dishion et al., 2004; Haase et al., 2008;
Kuhn and Laird, 2011; Parra et al., 2015; Smetana et al., 2004).
Given these ﬁndings, two issues with this approach have emerged. First, children’s age must be taken into account. That is, too
much autonomy too early would be especially predictive of behavioral problems. In line with this, research has shown that
premature behavioral independence, deﬁned as a relaxed curfew and other freedoms from parental monitoring at age 14, has
been linked with more deviant peer involvement, drug use, and antisocial behavior at age 18 (Dishion et al., 2004). Second,
adolescents’ development towards more independence is problematic when it means signiﬁcantly reducing ties with parents.
Ideally, independence is best when it increases gradually within a positive and supportive parenting context, characterized by
involvement, warmth and support (Cooper and Grotevant, 2011; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2011a). When such a family context
is actually or perceived to be lacking, adolescents’ elevated levels of self-reliance can be reﬂective of problematic detachment
from parents, which would involve an excessive striving for independence, active disengagement from parents, mistrust, and alienation (Beyers et al., 2003).

Autonomy as Volition
The second perspective on autonomy focuses especially on aspects of self-development and motivational processes. These
approaches traditionally have been developed in the social psychological and experimental literature, but are increasingly applied
in the developmental psychological literature. Most prominent here is Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan, 2000; Ryan
and Deci, 2000, 2017). In SDT, autonomy is deﬁned as self-endorsed functioning or the extent to which one acts upon personally
endorsed values, goals and interests. Thus, this conceptualization especially pertains to the motivational basis of a certain behavior
(i.e., the underlying reason why one acts in a certain way). Autonomous action then is marked by the experience of the self as the
origin of action (i.e., an internal locus of causality; Ryan et al., 2006). The opposite of self-endorsed functioning is controlled or
coerced functioning, in which one acts in a certain way because one feels compelled, forced or coerced to do so. This does not
only imply control or coercion by external sources; one may either feel forced by certain external obligations, such as to avoid
threatening punishments or parental criticism, but one may put oneself under pressure as well, such as to avoid feelings of guilt
or shame or because one’s ego is involved. In both cases, behavior is not congruent with the inner self, and is therefore expected
to be lacking in autonomy.
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This perspective on autonomy argues that self-endorsed actions would yield adaptive outcomes, as they would satisfy the basic
need for autonomy (Ryan and Deci, 2017). The need for autonomy then refers to the need to experience a sense of volition, personal
choice, and psychological (i.e., inner) freedom. In addition to the need for relatedness and for competence, SDT theorists claim that
the need for autonomy (i.e., volition) is a basic psychological need, the satisfaction of which would be fundamentally important for
every human being. In line with this, numerous studies have shown that self-endorsed regulation and experiences of volition relate
to adaptive functioning in a variety of domains, across the lifespan, and even across cultures. Controlled functioning or coercion, by
contrast, consistently yields problematic outcomes and even psychopathology (for an overview, see Ryan et al., 2016).

Comparing and Contrasting Autonomy as Independence and Autonomy as Volition
The above theories identify autonomy as a positive and necessary part of growth and well-being. However, these conceptualizations
of autonomy can be differentiated in a number of ways. For instance, they differ in the degree to which autonomy development is
seen as a developmental task, or rather as a lifelong task. That is, acquiring independence especially is a developmental task, which
comes to the forefront during certain developmental periods, such as during adolescence and emerging adulthood. In line with this,
several studies showed that adolescents increasingly make independent decisions and choices as they grow older, as they seek to
expand the boundaries of what they believe should fall under their personal (vs. their parents’ or others’) legitimate jurisdiction
(e.g., Smetana et al., 2006). By contrast, according to SDT, the need for autonomy is argued to be universal and acting volitionally
is important at any age. However, self-awareness does increase with age, particularly in the ﬁrst two decades of life (Harter, 2012).
Thus, in line with this, studies have shown that adolescents and adults tend to increasingly experience volition in their actions,
which could be due to a greater awareness and understanding of one’s personal values and interests (Sheldon and Kasser, 2001).
Further, the approach to autonomy as independence versus volition also can be differentiated in their claims about universality
versus culture-speciﬁcity. Cross-cultural psychologists stress that autonomy would be valued differently in different cultural contexts
(Markus and Kitayama, 2003). In that sense, the study of autonomy has been criticized for its possible cultural speciﬁcity.
Autonomy and personal freedom are strong cultural values in most Western industrialized societies. Other cultures, and even
cultural groups living within a single country, have their own unique normative values and practices that form a society and shape
an individual, their family, and the community at large. Some struggle with unsafe neighborhoods or other factors that can restrict
opportunities for independent action. For example, Mexican, Chinese, Filipino, and European adolescents residing in the United
States report different acceptability of disagreements with parents, endorsement of parental authority, and expectations for
independent decision-making (Fuligni, 1998). Later studies documented similar differences between different cultural groups.
Overall, the broad picture is that cultures described as more individualistic and independence-oriented have adolescents who expect
more independence earlier and have parents who grant this earlier. In contrast, interdependent or collectivist cultures – most often
studied are Asian cultures – place somewhat more value on relational harmony, collective well-being, and conformity, and
emphasize less independent functioning (Greenﬁeld et al., 2003). These differences between cultural groups (within or between
countries) are often simply described as a difference in independent (individualistic) versus interdependent (collectivistic) cultural
expectations and norms, although relatively little research has directly tested these assumptions.
When deﬁning autonomy as volitional functioning, however, autonomy has been described as a need that is universally
important, but which may be met and expressed differently in different cultures (Chirkov et al., 2011). Indeed, according to
SDT, autonomy (when deﬁned as volition) is not patented for the West (Vansteenkiste et al., 2005). This is because such a deﬁnition
of autonomy is not antithetical to the values of conformity, loyalty, and relational harmony. Indeed, a study conducted in
South-Korea, Russia, Turkey, and the United States showed that the enactment of collectivistic cultural practices may be
accompanied by a sense of volition and psychological freedom, as is the case when these practices are endorsed and congruent
with one’s personal values (Chirkov et al., 2003). In general, research increasingly conﬁrms that experiences of volition and
self-endorsement have positive implications for adolescents’ psychosocial adjustment in many parts of the globe (Yu et al., 2017).
For a long time, these two types of autonomy have been studied in fairly distinct bodies of research, mainly pointing to their
differences on a conceptual level. However, recent research increasingly shows that these two conceptualizations of autonomy
can be distinguished empirically as well, and also have different implications for adolescents’ psychosocial adjustment. For instance,
in one encompassing investigation among middle and late adolescents, a two-dimensional structure was found to underlie a large
set of autonomy-related measures (Van Petegem et al., 2013b). The ﬁrst dimension referred to the degree to which adolescents
experience interpersonal distance vs. proximity in the relation with their parents. The second dimension matched closely with
the notion of autonomy as formulated in SDT, that is, it reﬂected the degree to which adolescents experienced a sense of volition
and personal choice (as opposed to pressure and coercion) in the relation with their parents. Most importantly, whereas a higher
degree of interpersonal distance mainly related to more problem behavior, higher levels of volition related to more adaptive
functioning (i.e., higher subjective well-being, less problem behavior) – results that were not moderated by adolescents’ age.
Because these two conceptualizations of autonomy are distinct, it is also possible to consider how they might work together in
understanding adolescent functioning and behavior (Ryan and Deci, 2006). That is, adolescents may act independently because
they value doing so, for instance when trying to solve a problem by him/herself because he/she thinks of it as a challenge (i.e.,
volitional independence). Yet, one may also feel coerced to do so, for instance when parents are absent and unavailable
(i.e., pressured independence). Similarly, adolescents also may decide to rely upon their parents by, for instance, seeking advice
when choosing a major at school, because they value the parents’ opinion (i.e., volitional dependence). Yet, he/she may do so
because the parents otherwise would criticize the child for not taking their opinion into account (i.e., pressured dependence). In
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line with this, research on home-leaving found that it is especially important to consider emerging adults’ underlying motivation for
their living situation, regardless of whether they live at home (reﬂecting behavioral dependence) or alone (reﬂecting behavioral
independence). Emerging adults reported lower well-being and less life satisfaction only when their choice of living situation
was not based on their own volition (Kins et al., 2009). Similar results have been found in different domains (e.g., independent
vs. dependent decision-making among adolescents; Van Petegem et al., 2012) and in non-Western cultures (e.g., China; Chen
et al., 2013).

Relationships and the Need for Autonomy
A key research goal has been isolating the social foundations of adolescent autonomy. Such questions satisfy intellectual curiosity
but their answers also have direct relevance for real-life decisions, including the implementation of best parenting and teaching
practices and the design of adolescent mental health services and youth development programs.
When discussing the role of the social context in adolescents’ autonomy development, it is important to recognize the complex
interdependency as well as the bidirectional inﬂuence between the individual and the interpersonal context (Kuczynski, 2003).
Indeed, the socialization process is a dynamic and interactional process, where social environments (e.g., parents, peers, teachers)
affect an adolescent’s individual development. Yet, at the same time, the developing person also has an impact on his/her
environment and actively shapes his/her own development - for instance, by reacting to situations in different ways, by eliciting
certain contextual reactions, as well as through their selection of speciﬁc contexts.
A simpliﬁed version of such an interactional process is illustrated in Fig. 1. This shows not only how the development of
autonomy may have at its source the internalization of social beliefs, values and norms but also how autonomy results in the agentic
selection of contexts. Internalization refers to the adoption of values from one’s social context (e.g., culture, parents, and increasingly peers) as one’s personally endorsed values (Ryan and Connell, 1989). As shown in Fig. 1, internalization and selection

Figure 1 An illustration of how social environments inﬂuence autonomy via the internalization of social beliefs, opportunities, values, and norms,
and how autonomy entails a progressive and agentic selection of contexts.
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processes should wane and wax, respectively, over time with a larger inﬂuence of socialization (shown as a larger circle) at younger
ages and selection opportunities becoming more available with increasing age - although few empirical studies have explicitly tested
this.
Fig. 1 illustrates how autonomy and autonomous actions can be conceptualized as distinct from but inextricably linked to the
inﬂuence of and interactions with others. Autonomy development involves socialization by others, usually beginning with parents
and eventually including peers and intimate partners. Such socialization may promote the internalization of others’ values that in
turn may enhance an individual’s feelings of volition and personal choice. Yet, it is individuals’ abilities to make selections, as well
as their perceptions of choice and willingness that make them active in their own development and social worlds. Thus, the social
context is inextricably and dynamically intertwined with an individual’s autonomy development.

Parents and Offspring’s Need for Autonomy
When autonomy is deﬁned as personal volition, the parent-child relationship can support or thwart adolescents’ need for
autonomy. In fact, parenting practices are particularly relevant to adolescents’ expression and development of autonomous
cognitions, emotions and behavior. Yet, it is important to underscore that parents’ ways of behaving, which either do or do not
meet their offspring’s needs for autonomy, may begin well before the adolescent years. Even parents’ support of autonomy in their
preschool age children is associated with healthy psychosocial development, including better social adjustment, later achievement,
and greater regulation of attention, cognition, affect, and action (e.g., Joussemet et al., 2005; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2015). Similarly, attachment theorists often describe the importance of children’s and adolescents’ attachment to parents as a core foundation
that facilitates or impedes the development of adolescent autonomy (Allen and Land, 1999). Indeed, a secure parent-child attachment would have a double-barreled function, serving as a safe haven on which to depend in times of distress, but also as a secure
base to explore the environment in a self-conﬁdent and autonomous manner (Bowlby, 1988; Mikulincer and Shaver, 2007;
Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2017). In other words, a secure base would foster children’s and adolescents’ self-development, personal
growth, and personally endorsed behavior. In line with this, recent longitudinal research has found that adolescent attachment security was associated with more autonomous functioning, in terms of both increased independent decision-making and more selfendorsed reasons for depending on parents and for acting independently (Van Petegem et al., 2013a).
Autonomy-supportive parenting. Speciﬁc parenting practices can encourage or impede adolescents’ autonomous functioning.
In research on this topic, two types of autonomy-supportive parenting have been distinguished: parents’ promotion of
independence and parents’ promotion of volitional functioning (Soenens et al., 2007). The promotion of independence involves
parents’ encouragement of adolescents’ independent expression, thinking and decision-making without reliance on others, whereas
the promotion of volitional functioning involves parents’ awareness and sensitivity to their children’s and adolescents’ perspectives
and choices, and their encouragement to act upon personal values and interests. This may involve, for instance, parents’ provision of
meaningful choice whenever possible, their consideration of the child’s frame of reference, and their provision of a rationale when
choice is limited (Grolnick, 2003; Rowe et al., 2015; Skinner et al., 2005). Although the relation between both types of autonomy
support is modestly positive, they do differ in their associations with other variables. Speciﬁcally, the promotion of independence is
weakly associated with controlling and coercive parenting, whereas the promotion of volitional functioning is negatively associated
with controlling parenting (Soenens et al., 2009b). Such a pattern of associations illustrates how parents’ promotion of
independence may or may not be accompanied by coercive parental behaviors. By contrast, parents’ promotion for volitional
functioning is much more incompatible with parental coercion and psychological control. Moreover, in the prediction of
psychosocial adjustment, the promotion of volitional functioning is more strongly associated with adolescents’ adaptive
functioning, such as less depressive symptoms and higher self-esteem (Soenens et al., 2007).
Parental regulation and rule-setting. Another body of literature focuses on whether parental practices that involve regulation of
behavior are at odds with adolescent autonomy development. Parental rule-setting and other forms of guidance are considered an
important aspect of the socialization process, and low or inconsistent parental regulation may create a permissive family climate,
putting children at risk for developing behavioral problems (Barber and Xia, 2013). However, rules and regulations may limit
adolescents’ freedom and may threaten their feelings of volition as well as their growing desires for independence, and therefore
may be counterproductive. Indeed, according to psychological reactance theory (Brehm, 1966), freedom restrictions can sometimes
increase the likelihood of engaging in the forbidden behavior, making them more desirable. As recent research increasingly suggests,
however, the effectiveness of parents’ rule-setting depends upon the content of the parents’ rules (e.g., what do parents set rules
about?) as well as on the parents’ communication style (e.g., how are rules conveyed?). According to social-cognitive domain theory
(Smetana, 2018), children reason differently about obedience, resistance, and legitimacy of parental authority about issues from
different social domains. The moral domain, for instance, pertains to prescriptive rules and norms about justice, rights, and others’
welfare, and parents and adolescents generally agree that parents have the legitimate authority to regulate this domain (Nucci,
2001). The personal domain, by contrast, pertains to personal expression and private aspects of one’s life, such as choice of clothes
or hairstyle, or peer relationships. Adolescents believe that these personal issues should be regulated by adolescents themselves,
rather than regulated by their parents. Hence, parental interventions in this domain are typically experienced as intrusive and
autonomy-threatening, and therefore are more likely to be rejected (Smetana and Daddis, 2002).
It is also important to take into account how parents communicate and follow up upon rules and regulations. When parents use
an autonomy-supportive style (e.g., by showing empathy, and providing a rationale for rules and guidance), rules are more likely to
be internalized by their offspring, and this may assist adolescents to feel more volitional even when following parents’ rules or
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guidelines (Vansteenkiste et al., 2014). However, when parents use a controlling or coercive communication style (e.g., focusing on
punishments if rules are not followed), children are more likely to feel frustrated in their need for autonomy, which may give rise to
experiences of reactance and the rejection of the parents’ rules and expectations (Van Petegem et al., 2015). To sum up, parental rulesetting, as such, should not be avoided. Yet, when adolescents perceive that parents are setting rules in areas where they do not have
legitimate authority and when these rules are conveyed in a controlling way, they are more likely to be counterproductive, yielding
increased resistance from adolescents.
Parenting and culture. Is there cultural variation in the effectiveness of parental autonomy-supportive practices? The provision
of choice is one form of parental autonomy support that is highly debated. Cross-cultural researchers have argued that offering
choice is only beneﬁcial in cultural groups where independence and self-expression is highly valued (Kim and Markus, 1999).
Research has shown that this notion is not so straightforward, as a difference between cultures that value independence versus interdependence (or collectivism), however. In one study conducted with Asian and European American (US) children, there were beneﬁts from making personal choices for both groups compared to the experimenter making choices for them (Iyengar and Lepper,
1999). However, Asian American children beneﬁted strongly as well when choices were made by trusted others (e.g., mother),
whereas this was not the case for European American children. In other research, however, regardless of cultural background, higher
levels of perceived autonomy-supportive parenting related to more adaptive functioning among adolescents (e.g., Chirkov and
Ryan, 2001).
Such ﬁndings might be reconciled by considering the difference between the parents’ actual behavior (i.e., the parenting
practices, such as choice provision), and how these practices are perceived and experienced (i.e., as supportive of one’s personal
values, or rather as controlling; Soenens et al., 2015). In other words, the same parenting practice may be experienced differently
in different cultures. Yet, when certain practices translate into subjective feelings of volition and encourage adolescents’ to act upon
their personal values, they are likely to have positive psychosocial effects, regardless of culture. In line with this, in a study conducted
in Ghana, children were found to interpret parenting practices that would be called autonomy-supportive in some Western
countries (e.g., choice provision) as neglectful, rather than as autonomy-supportive. However, other parenting practices (e.g.,
acknowledging the child’s perspective) were experienced as promoting the child’s volitional functioning and, hence, related to
more adaptive functioning (Marbell and Grolnick, 2013). In sum, it is probably the case that autonomy support is beneﬁcial
regardless of culture, but behaviors that are deemed to be autonomy-supportive may differ by culture, just as the behaviors deemed
to be autonomy-supportive may differ depending on developmental level (i.e., whether the support is being provided to children,
adolescents or adults).

Peer Relationships and the Need for Autonomy
In addition to parents, peer relationships can be contexts for the exploration and enactment of autonomous behaviors, and peers
can inﬂuence adolescent functioning by behaving in ways that are either autonomy-supportive or coercive (Barber and Olsen, 1997;
Daddis, 2008; Eccles et al., 1997; Larson, 2000; Larson et al., 2006; Smetana and Gettman, 2006; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 201lb).
However, only a few researchers have focused on adolescents’ autonomous functioning as such, when studying peer relationships
(Eccles et al., 1997; Zimmer-Gembeck, 2013). Instead, most developmentalists have focused on peers’ inﬂuences that may increase
problem behaviors, in the form of adolescents’ susceptibility to peer pressure (Erickson et al., 2000; Monahan et al., 2009;
Simons-Morton et al., 2005; Steinberg and Monahan, 2007). The expectation then would be that adolescents’ resistance to peer
pressure is desirable and should be a positive marker of adolescent autonomy development and maturity. Such maturity is
suggested by studies that show, especially throughout middle adolescence, how peers have declining inﬂuence on adolescents’
opinions and decisions as they get older, while resistance to peer pressure increases (Sumter et al., 2009). In addition, adolescents
who report less peer inﬂuence show less problem behavior, and are lower in substance use, externalizing behavior, and other
problems. Of course, to a certain extent, parents also play a role in how adolescents relate to and are inﬂuenced by their peers
(for a review on parenting and romantic relationships see Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2018). For instance, when parents tend to discuss
friendships with their offspring in an autonomy-supportive (rather than controlling) way, adolescents are less likely to afﬁliate with
deviant friends and to engage in problem behavior (Soenens et al., 2009a). Nevertheless, peers seem to play multiple roles in
adolescents’ autonomy by providing a context for exploration, by serving as direct socializing agents, or as information resources
about how much decisional independence to expect at certain ages and what behaviors of others are more or less autonomysupportive (Daddis, 2011).

Leisure and Organizational Inﬂuences
Community and youth organizations can also be sources of autonomy expression and development, including assisting with
adolescents’ development of socially responsible behavior, engagement, and initiative. In such work, initiative, deﬁned as internal
motivation, attention and effort toward a goal, has been found to be strongly associated with autonomous behavior as described in
SDT (Allen et al., 1997; Larson, 2000; Skinner et al., 1998; Watts and Caldwell, 2008).
Youth organizations seem most helpful for adolescents’ development of initiative when they contain certain important design
elements – they are best when they provide opportunities for choice and contain low levels of coercive interactions, allow time to
share personal views and discuss perspectives, provide feedback about choices and performance, and give opportunities for
meaningful investment of personal resources (Allen et al., 1997; Allen et al., 1994; Larson, 2000; Coatsworth and Conroy, 2009;
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Watts and Caldwell, 2008). In this way, youth organizations can be important because they provide many opportunities for
personal and interpersonal development. In fact, the beneﬁts are usually greater than those provided by classwork and paid
work (Larson et al., 2006; Zimmer-Gembeck and Mortimer, 2006). Yet, not all activities are equal. Involvement in sports and
arts promote initiative, whereas sport participation also assists with the development of emotion regulation. Community, service,
and faith activities stand out for their associations with greater interpersonal development (e.g., establishment of adult networks,
teamwork, social skills).
It remains uncommon for organizations to explicitly state autonomous action or initiative as speciﬁc developmental goals of
program involvement (Zimmer-Gembeck and Collins, 2003). What is becoming clear is that youth programs are most beneﬁcial
when adolescents have a self-generated and intrinsically motivated commitment to the purpose, can select the work they will do
within limits, have adults who assist them to make their choices, and have access to an environment where they are safe to discuss
their views, to be listened to, and feel respected (Larson, 2000).
Similar to what is known about autonomy support in parent–adolescent relationships, autonomy support from adult leaders
also seems important (e.g., Coatsworth and Conroy, 2009). For example, a coach who provides rationale for rules and other aspects
of a program, gives constructive feedback about adolescents’ competence, without being controlling or excessively criticizing,
encourages adolescents to set and strive for goals, reﬂect on their own purpose and self-identity, feel able to explore their own
identities, and are more likely to experience more subjective well-being (Coatsworth and Conroy, 2009). In general, then, the
picture that is emerging is that organizations can provide positive opportunities for adolescents that sometimes may not be
available to them within their families or their peer groups.

Conclusions
The literature on autonomy in developmental psychology is complex and full of controversies. Nevertheless, rigorous research
efforts increasingly bring clarity about what autonomy expression and development may entail. This contribution is not an exhaustive account of all subtleties and complexities in the existing theoretical and empirical developmental psychological literature.
However, the present overview was designed to introduce contemporary approaches to understanding the nature of autonomy,
the speciﬁc issues addressed in research on adolescent autonomy, the importance of the need for autonomy in all age groups,
the universal vs. culturally speciﬁc aspects of autonomy, and the relational foundations that may play a role in adolescents
autonomy development. Notwithstanding the inherent difﬁculties that are part of research on the complex notion of psychological
autonomy, research on autonomy seems to be in full bloom. This is important, as all adolescents (and each human being) deserve
the opportunity to actualize their talents, aspirations, abilities, and strengths. Research on adolescent autonomy illustrates that these
processes are simultaneously a product of the individual and their social world, making autonomy expression and development
difﬁcult and complex, yet important in all parts of the world.
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