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THE STORMY DECADE: FACT OR FICTION?

ALBERT BANDURA
Stanford University

If you were to walk up to the average man on the street, grab him by the arm
and utter the word “‘adolescence,” it is highly probable — assuming he refrains from
punching you in the nose — that his associations to this term will include references
to storm and stress, tension, rebellion, dependency conflicts, peer-group conformity,
black leather jackets, and the like. If you then abandoned your informal street
corner experiment, and consulted the professional and popular literature on adoles-
cence, you would become quickly impressed with the prevalence of the belief that
adolescence is, indeed, a unique and stormy developmental period (Gallagher &
Harris, 1958; Hurlock, 1955; Josselyn, 1948; Mohr & Despres, 1958 ; Parsons, 1950;
Pearson, 1958).

The adolescent presumably is engaged in a struggle to emancipate himself from
his parents. He, therefore, resists any dependence upon them for their guidance, ap-
proval or company, and rebels against any restrictions and controls that they im-
pose upon his behavior. To facilitate the process of emancipation, he transfers his
dependency to the peer group whose values are typically in conflict with those of his
parents. Since his behavior is now largely under the control of peer-group members,
he begins to adopt idiosyncratic clothing, mannerisms, lingo, and other forms of peer-
group fad behavior. Because of the conflicting values and pressures to which the
adolescent is exposed, he is ambivalent, frightened, unpredictable, and often irre-
sponsible in his behavior. Moreover, since the adolescent finds himself in a tran-
sition stage in which he is neither child, nor adult, he is highly confused even about
his own identity.

The foregoing storm and stress picture of adolescence receives little support
from detailed information that Dr. Walters and I obtained in a study of middle class
families of adolescent boys (Bandura & Walters, 1959). Let us compare the popular
version of adolescence with our research findings.

Parental Restrictiveness

At adolescence, parents supposedly become more controlling and prohibitive.
We found the very opposite to be true. By the time the boys had reached adoles-
cence, they had internalized the parents’ values and standards of behavior to a large
degree; consequently, restrictions and external controls had been lightened as the
boys became increasingly capable of assuming responsibility for their own behavior,
and in directing their own activities. The parents were highly trustful of their boys’
judgment and felt that externally imposed limits were, therefore, largely unnec-
essary. The following interview excerpts provide some typical parental replies to
inquiries concerning the restrictions they placed on their boys:

M. (Mother). I don’t have to do anything like that any more.
I think he’s getting so mature now, he’s sort of happy medium.
I don’t have to do much with him.
* %k k%

1A revised form of this paper was presented at the televised lecture series, The World of the Teen~
Ager, sponsored by the University of Minnesota.




THE STORMY DECADE: FACT OR FICTION? 225

I.  (Interviewer). What are some of the restrictions you have for him? How
about going out at night?

F. (Father). We trust the boy. We never question him.

Are there any things you forbid him from doing when he is with his friends?
F. At his age I would hate to keep telling him that he mustn’t do this, or
mustn’t do that. I have very little trouble with him in that regard.
Forbidding I don’t think creeps into it because he ought to know at 17,
right from wrong.

=

I.  Are there any friends with whom you have discouraged him from associat-
ng?

No, not up to now. They are very lovely boys.

How about using bad language?

Only once, only once have I; of course I'm a little bit hard of hearing in
one ear, and sometimes he gets around the wrong side and takes advan-
tage of that.

el

The boys’ accounts were essentially in agreement with those given by the par-
ents. In response to our questions concerning parental demands and controls, the
boys pointed out that at this stage in their development parental restraints were
no longer necessary. An illustrative quotation, taken from one of the boys’ inter-
views, is given below:

I. What sort of things does your mother forbid you to do around the house?
B. TForbid me to do? Gee, I don’t think there’s ever anything.
The house is mine as much as theirs. . . Oh, can’t whistle, can’t throw
paper up in the air, and can’t play the radio and phonograph too loud.
Rules of the house; anybody, I mean, it’s not just me. . .

=~

Are you expected to stay away from certain places or people?

B. She knows I do. I’'m not expected; I mean, she figures I’m old enough to
take care of myself now. They never tell me who to stay away from or
where. Well, I mean, they don’t expect me to sleep down on Skid Row
or something like that. . .

Since the boys adopted their parents’ standards of conduct as their own, they
did not regard their parents and other authority figures as adversaries, but more as
supportive and guiding influences.

Dependence-Independence Conflicts

The view that adolescents are engaged in a struggle to emancipate themselves
from their parents also receives little support from our study.

Although the boys’ dependency behavior had been fostered and encouraged
during their childhood, independence training had begun early and was, therefore,
largely accomplished by the time of adolescence. A similar early and gradual de-
crease in dependency upon adults is reported by Heathers (1955), who compared the
dependency behavior of two-year-old and of five-year-old children. He found that,
even over this small age range, dependency on adults had declined, whereas depend-
ency on other children had increased.
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For most of the boys that we studied, the emancipation from parents had been
more or less completed rather than initiated at adolescence. In fact, the develop-
ment of independence presented more of a conflict for the parents, than it did for
the boys. Some of the parents, particularly the fathers, regretted the inevitable loss
of the rewards that their sons’ company had brought them.

I. Do you feel that you spend as much time with Raymond as other fathers
do with their sons, or more?

F. I would say about average, but perhaps I should spend more time with
him, because as the years go by, I see that he’s growing into manhood
and I’m losing a lot of him every year. When he was younger, I think
I was with him more than I am now. I think, as he gets older, he’s had
a tendency to get his pleasures from people his own age, this is fine as
long as he makes home his headquarters. That’s all I want.

Although the boys devoted an increasing amount of time to peer-group activi-
ties, they, nevertheless, retained close ties to their parents and readily sought out
their help, advice, and support when needed.

Parent Peer-Group Conflicts

The boys’ primary reference groups were not selected indiseriminately. Since
the adolescents tended to choose friends who shared similar value systems and be-
havioral norms, membership in the peer-group did not generate familial conflicts.
In fact, the peer-group often served to reinforce and to uphold the parental norms
and standards of behavior that the boys had adopted. Consequently, the parents
were generally pleased with their sons’ associates because they served as an impor-
tant source of control in situations where the parents could not be present.

An essentially similar picture of adolescence, based on an intensive study of mid-
dle class families, has been presented by Elkin and Westley (1955; 1956). They
summarize their findings as follows:

Family ties are close and the degree of basic family consensus is high. The
parents are interested in all the activities of their children, and the adolescents,
except for the area of sex, frankly discuss their own behavior and problems with
them. In many areas of life, there is joint participation between parents and
children. . . In independent discussions by parents and adolescents of the latters’
marriage and occupational goals, there was a remarkable level of agreement. The
adolescents also acknowledged the right of the parents to guide them, for ex-
ample, accepting, at least manifestly, the prerogatives of the parents to set rules
for the number of dates, hours of return from dates, and types of parties. The
parents express relatively little concern about the socialization problems or peer
group activities of their children (1955, p.682).

Sources of the Adolescent Mythology
What are the origins of the mythology about adolescence, and why does it
persist?
Overinterpretation of Superficial Signs of Nonconformaity

The view that adolescence is a period of rebellion is often supported by refer-
ences to superficial signs of nonconformity, particularly adolescent fad behavior.
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It is certainly true that adolescents frequently display idiosyncratic fashions
and interest patterns. Such fads, however, are not confined to adolescent age groups.
Several years ago, for example, coon skin caps and Davy Crockett apparel were
highly fashionable among pre-adolescent boys. When Davy Crockett began to
wane 3 new fad quickly emerged—every youngster and a sizeable proportion of the
adult population were gyrating with hoola-hoops. The hoola-hoop also suffered a
quick death by replacement.

If pre-adolescent children display less fad behavior than do adolescents, this dif-
ference may be primarily due to the fact that young children do not possess the eco-
nomic resources with which to purchase distinctive apparel, the latest phonograph
records, and discriminative ornaments, rather than a reflection of a sudden heighten-
ing of peer-group conformity pressures during adolescence. The pre-adolescent does
not purchase his own clothing, he has little voice in how his hair shall be cut and, on
a 15-cent a week allowance, he is hardly in a position to create new fads, or to deviate
too widely from parental tastes and standards.

How about adult fad behavior? A continental gentleman conducts a fashion
show in Paris and almost instantly millions of hemlines move upward or downward;
the human figure is sacked, trapezed, chemised, or appareled in some other fantastic
creation.

At a recent cocktail party the present writer was cornered by an inquiring lady
who expressed considerable puzzlement over adolescents’ fascination for unusual and
bizarre styles. The lady herself was draped with a sack, wearing a preposterous ob-
ject on her head, and spiked high heel shoes that are more likely to land one in an
orthopedic clinic, than to transport one across the room to the olives.

Fashion-feeders determine the styles, the colors, and the amount of clothing
that shall be worn. It would be rare, indeed, to find an adult who would ask a sales
clerk for articles of clothing in vogue two or three years ago. As long as social groups
contain a status hierarchy, and tolerance for upward mobility within the social hier-
archy, one can expect imitation of fads and fashions from below which, in turn, forces
inventiveness from the elite in order to preserve the status differentiations.

Mass Media Sensationalism

The storm and stress view of adolescence is also continuously reinforced by
mass media sensationalism. Since the deviant adolescent excites far more interest
than the typical high school student, the adolescent is usually portrayed in literature,
television, and in the movies as passing through a neurotic or a semi-delinquent
phase of development (Kiell, 1959). These productions, many of which are designed
primarily to generate visceral reactions or to sell copy, are generally viewed as pro-
found and sensitive portrayals of the typical adolescent turmoil. Holden Caulfield,
the central character in The Catcher in the Bye (Salinger, 1945), has thus become the
prototypic adolescent.

Generalization from Samples of Deviant Adolescents

Professional people in the mental health field are apt to have most contact with
delinquent adolescents, and are thus prone to base their accounts of adolescence on
observations of atypical samples. By and large, the description of the modal pattern
of adolescent behavior fits most closely the behavior of the deviant ten per cent of
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the adolescent population that appears repeatedly in psychiatric clinics, juvenile
probation departments, and in the newspaper headlines.

Our study of the family relationships of adolescents also included a sample of
antisocially aggressive boys. In the families of these hyper-aggressive adolescents
there was indeed a great deal of storm and stress for many years. The boys’ bellig-
erence and rebellion, however, was not a unique product of adolescence. The defiant
oppositional pattern of behavior was present all along, but because of their greater
size and power the parents were able to suppress and to control, through coercive
methods, their sons’ belligerence during the early childhood years. By the time of
adolescence, however, some of the boys had reached the stage where they were al-
most completely independent of the parents for the satisfaction of their social and
physical needs. Moreover, they had developed physically to the point where they
were larger and more powerful than their parents. With the achievement of the
power reversal and the decrease of the parents’ importance as sources of desired re-
wards, a number of the boys exhibited a blatant indifference to their parents’ wishes
about which they could now do little or nothing.

I. What sort of things does your mother object to your doing when you are
out with your friends?
She don’t know what I do.

What about staying out late at night?
She says, “Be home at 11 o’clock.” T’ll come home at one.

How about using the family car?

No. I wrecked mine, and my father wrecked his a month before I wrecked
mine, and I can’t even get near his. And I got a license and everything.
T’'m going to hot wire it some night and cut out.

@ B
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How honest do you feel you can be to your mother about where you've
been and what things you have done?
I tell her where I've been, period.

How about what you’ve done?

No. I won’t tell her what I've done. If we're going out in the hills for a
beer bust, I'm not going to tell her. I'll tell her I've been to a show or
something.

Rl

I. How about your father?
B. Tl tell him where I've been, period.

The heightened aggression exhibited by these boys during adolescence primarily
reflected response predispositions that became more evident following the power re-
versal in the parent-child relationship, rather than an adolescence-induced stress.

Inappropriate Generalization from Cross-cultural Data

It is interesting to note that many writers cite cross-cultural data as supporting
evidence for the discontinuity view of child development in the American society.
The reader suddenly finds himself in the Trobriand Islands, or among the Arapesh,
rather than in the suburbs of Minneapolis or in the town square of Oskaloosa.
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In many cultures the transition from child to adult status is very abrupt. Child-
hood behavior patterns are strongly reinforced, but as soon as the child reaches pub-
escence he is subjected to an elaborate initiation ceremony which signifies his abrupt
transformation into adult status. Following the ceremonial initiation the young
initiate acquires new rights and privileges, new responsibilities and, in some cultures,
he is even assigned a new name and a new set of parents who undertake his sub-
sequent social training in the skills and habits required to perform the adult role.

In our culture, on the other hand, except for the discontinuities in the social-
ization of sexual behavior, there is considerable continuity in social training. As was
mentioned earlier, independence and responsibility training, for example, are begun
in early childhood and adult-role patterns are achieved through a gradual process
of successive approximations. This is equally true in the development of many other
forms of social behavior.

It should be mentioned in passing, however, that cross-cultural studies have
been valuable in demonstrating that stresses and conflicts are not inevitable con-
comitants of pubescence, but rather products of cultural conditioning. Indeed, in

some societies, adolescence is one of the pleasant periods of social development
(Mead, 1930).

Overemphasis of the Biological Determination of Heterosexual Behavior

With the advent of pubescence the adolescent is presumably encumbered by a
powerful biologically determined sexual drive that produces a relatively sudden and
marked increase in heterosexual behavior. The net result of the clash between strong
physiological urges demanding release and even more substantial social prohibitions,
is a high degree of conflict, frustration, anxiety and diffuse tension. In contrast to
this widely-accepted biological drive theory, evidence from studies of cross-species
and cross-cultural sexual behavior reveals that human sexuality is governed primari-
ly by social conditioning, rather than endocrinal stimulation (Ford & Beach, 1951).

The cross-species data demonstrate that hormonal control of sexual behavior
decreases with advancing evolutionary status. In lower mammalian species, for ex-
ample, sexual activities are completely regulated by gonadal hormones; among pri-
mates sexual behavior is partially independent of physiological stimulation; while
human eroticism is exceedingly variable and essentially independent of hormonal
regulation. Humans can be sexually aroused before puberty and long after natural
or surgical loss of reproductive glands. Thus, one would induce sexual behavior in
a rodent Don Juan by administering androgen, whereas presenting him lascivious
pictures of a well-endowed mouse would have no stimulating effects whatsoever.
By contrast, one would rely on sexually-valenced social stimuli, rather than on hor-
monal injections for producing erotic arousal in human males.

The prominent role of social learning factors in determining the timing, inci-
dence and form of sexual activities of humans is also clearly revealed in the wide
cross-cultural variability in patterns of sexual behavior. Sex-arousing properties
have been conditioned to an extremely broad range of stimuli, but the cues that are
sexually stimulating in one culture would, in many instances, prove sexully repulsive
to members of another society. A similar diversity exists in the timing of the emer-
gence of sexual interest and in the choice of sexual objects. In cultures that permit
and encourage heterosexual behavior at earlier, or at later, periods of a child’s devel-
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opment than is true for American youth, no marked changes in sexual behavior occur
during adolescence.

It is evident from the foregoing discussion that ‘‘sexual tensions” are not an in-
evitable concomitant of pubescence. Furthermore, any significant increase in hetero-
sexual activities during adolescence i3 due more to cultural conditioning and expec-
tations than to endocrinal changes.

Stage Theories of Personality Development

Until recently, most of the theoretical conceptualizations of the developmental
process have subscribed to some form of stage theory. According to the Freudian
viewpoint (1949), for example, behavioral changes are programmed in an oral-anal-
phallic sequence; Erickson (1950) characterizes personality development in terms of
an eight-stage sequence; Gesell (1943) describes marked predictable cyclical changes
in behavior over yearly or even shorter temporal intervals; and Piaget (1948, 1954),
delineates numerous different stages for different classes of responses.

Although there appears to be relatively little consensus among these theories con-
cerning the number and the content of stages considered to be crucial, they all share
in common the assumption that social behavior can be categorized in terms of a rel-
atively prefixed sequence of stages with varying degrees of continuity or discon-
tinuity between successive developmental periods. Typically, the spontaneous emer-
gence of these elaborate age-specific modes of behavior is attributed to ontogenetic
factors. The seven-year-old, for example, is supposed to be withdrawn; the eight-
year-old turns into an exuberant, expansive and buoyant child; the fifteen-year-old
becomes remote and argumentative; parents are finally rewarded at sweet sixteen
(Ilg & Ames, 1955). In truth, all seven-year-olds are not withdrawn, all eight-year-
olds are not exuberant, expansive and buoyant, nor are all fifteen year-olds aloof and
argumentative. I am also acquainted with sixteen-year-olds who are anything but
sweet. The withdrawn five-year-old is likely to remain a relatively withdrawn eight,
nine, and sixteen-year-old unless he undergoes social-learning experiences that are
effective in fostering more expressive behavior.

Although the traditional stage theories of child development are of questionable
validity (Bandura & McDonald, 1963; Bandura & Mischel, 1963 ; Bandura & Walters,
1963), they have nevertheless been influential in promoting the view that adoles-
cence represents a form of stage behavior that suddenly appears at pubescence, and
as suddenly disappears when adulthood is achieved.

Self-fulfilling Prophecy

If a society labels its adolescents as “teen-agers,” and expects them to be re-
bellious, unpredictable, sloppy, and wild in their behavior, and if this picture is
repeatedly reinforced by the mass media, such cultural expectations may very well
force adolescents into the role of rebel. In this way, a false expectation may serve
to instigate and maintain certain role behaviors, in turn, then reinforce the origin-
ally false belief.

In discussing our research findings with parents’ groups I have often been struck
by the fact that most parents, who are experiencing positive and rewarding relation-
ships with their pre-adolescent children are, nevertheless, waiting apprehensively
and bracing themselves for the stormy adolescent period. Such vigilence can very
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easily create a small turbulence at least. When the prophesied storm fails to materi-
alize, many parents begin to entertain doubts about the normality of their young-
ster’s social development.

In closing, I do not wish to leave you with the impression that adolescence is
a stress- or problem-free period of development. No age group is free from stress or
adjustment problems. Our findings suggest, however, that the behavioral character-
istics exhibited by children during the so-called adolescent stage are lawfully related
to, and consistent with, pre-adolescent social behavior.
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