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August 15, 2008 — Girls who start their periods a year earlier than their peers and who do not have parents with positive parenting skills are more likely to be socially aggressive, new research shows. 

"Good parenting is important for all preadolescents, but basic parenting skills — nurturing, good communication, and knowledge of their daughter's friends and activities — are even more important for girls who go through puberty early," lead study author Sylvie Mrug, PhD, from the department of psychology, at the University of Alabama at Birmingham, told Medscape Psychiatry.

"People may think that in adolescence parents don’t matter any more, but this study and many others show this is not true," she said. "That’s the bottom line: parents still matter; it's not all about peers."

The study is published in the August issue of the Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine.

Protective Effect?
Previous research has shown that early puberty in girls is related to problems such as delinquency and substance use, which can have far-reaching consequences. As adults, these girls tend to have lower academic and occupational success and are less satisfied with their quality of life. 

Further, girls who mature early may be at higher risk for aggression or delinquency because they are more likely to be accepted by and form relationships with older boys, who are more likely than younger children to engage in undesirable behavior.

However, the authors speculate that positive parenting may protect early-maturing girls from engaging in negative behavior. 

To test this hypothesis, the investigators interviewed 330 fifth-grade girls and their parents from public schools in Birmingham, Alabama; Houston, Texas; and Los Angeles, California.

With a mean age of 11.3 years, 28% of study subjects were African American, 44% were Hispanic, 22% were non-Hispanic white, and 5% were another race. One-third of the children lived in single-parent families; all had mothers or a maternal figure, but not all had fathers.

The researchers studied 3 parenting variables: knowledge, nurturance, and communication. Parents' knowledge of their child's friends and social activities was measured based on their responses to a 7-item questionnaire. 

Maternal nurturance was based on the girls' reports of how often their mother was supportive and affectionate and whether they shared personal problems and future plans with her and did things together.

Communication was based on whether parents talked with the girls about violence, tobacco use, puberty, and sex. 

The study's main outcome measures were the girls' self-reported aggressive and delinquent behavior. The statistical analysis adjusted for differences in age, ethnicity, site, number of parents, parental education, and family income. 

Aggression was defined as physical (hitting, shoving), nonphysical (instigating fights, teasing others, giving mean looks), or relational (using social exclusion and spreading rumors to hurt others).

Delinquent behavior was defined as fighting, sustaining or inflicting injury, running away from home, or skipping school. 

Teaching Parents to Help Their Daughters 
A quarter of the girls matured early, which was defined as beginning menstruation an average of 1 year before the average age for females of their racial and ethnic groups. Those who did were more likely to be delinquent. 

Early-maturing girls were more likely to be socially aggressive if their mothers scored low in nurturing, communication, or knowledge. 

Early maturation also predicted physical aggression, but only when the girl also had a mother who was not very nurturing. 

According to the investigators, by discussing difficult peer situations and ways of dealing with them, parents may help their daughters develop a repertoire of adaptive responses that will minimize the need for inappropriate behavior. "In addition, knowing how their daughters spend free time may help parents identify and prevent negative peer and other influences," the authors write.

Families identified as having low levels of nurturance, knowledge, and communication skills may benefit from education and counseling to learn new strategies to help the girls grow into healthy, well-adjusted adults, they note.

The research was supported by Cooperative Agreements from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
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