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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to develop and test a predictive model of self-differentiation based
on authoritative parenting style with the mediating role of ego development among adolescents.

Methods and Materials: This descriptive-correlational study employed structural equation modeling.
The statistical population consisted of all male students aged 14-18 years enrolled in grades 10, 11, and
12 of public upper-secondary schools in Qom during the 2023-2024 academic year. A total of 330
students were selected using multistage cluster random sampling. Data were collected using Buri’s
Parental Authority Questionnaire, the Differentiation of Self Inventory, and the 18-item short form of
Loevinger’s Sentence Completion Test for assessing ego development. Data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, confirmatory factor analysis, and structural
equation modeling.

Findings: Authoritative parenting was positively and significantly correlated with ego development (r
=0.722, p < 0.01) and self-differentiation (r = 0.763, p < 0.01). Ego development was also positively
and significantly correlated with self-differentiation (r = 0.819, p < 0.01). Structural modeling showed
that authoritative parenting significantly predicted ego development (f = 0.709, t = 18.811) and self-
differentiation (f =0.715, t=19.289). Ego development also significantly predicted self-differentiation
(B=0.731, t=20.195). The coefficient of determination for self-differentiation was R? = 0.589. Model
fit indices, including GOF = 0.550, Q? = 0.238, and NFI = 0.956, indicated satisfactory model fit and
predictive relevance.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that authoritative parenting and ego development play important
roles in explaining adolescents’ self-differentiation, suggesting that strengthening supportive and
structured parent—adolescent interactions together with intrapersonal developmental processes may
contribute to greater psychological autonomy and healthier relational functioning.
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Structural Equation Modeling.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental period

characterized by substantial biological, cognitive,
emotional, and interpersonal changes. During this period,
individuals are expected to achieve greater psychological
autonomy, establish a coherent sense of identity, regulate
emotions more effectively, and redefine their relationships
with parents and significant others. One of the central
developmental challenges of adolescence is learning how to
maintain emotional connectedness with the family while
simultaneously developing an independent sense of self.
Changes in ego development from adolescence to emerging
adulthood have been shown to be associated with coping
patterns and psychological symptomatology, suggesting that
the organization of the self undergoes meaningful
developmental transformation during this period (Syed &
Seiffge-Krenke, 2015). Moreover, changes in interpersonal
relationships during adolescence are closely intertwined
with changes in ego development, indicating that personality
development cannot be understood independently of the
relational context in which adolescents grow (Rogers, 2013).

Within this developmental framework, differentiation of
self is considered an important construct for understanding
adolescents’ capacity to balance autonomy and emotional
connectedness. Differentiation of self refers to the ability to
distinguish ~ emotional  processes from intellectual
functioning while preserving a stable sense of identity in
close relationships. Highly differentiated individuals are
generally better able to maintain their beliefs, values, and
emotional boundaries under interpersonal pressure, whereas
lower differentiation is typically associated with emotional
reactivity, fusion with others, and emotional cutoff. Recent
findings have demonstrated meaningful associations
between differentiation of self, emotional intelligence, and
self-esteem (Ramos-Luna & Oliver, 2024). Differentiation
has also been linked to anxiety and family functioning,

emphasizing its importance in Bowenian conceptualizations

of psychological adjustment (Thomas et al., 2021). Evidence
from Iranian studies has similarly highlighted the relevance
of differentiation of self for understanding individual and
family functioning (Seyedmajidi et al., 2023).

The family environment is one of the most influential
contexts in which differentiation develops. In particular,
parenting style provides a relatively stable emotional and
behavioral climate through which adolescents experience
parental responsiveness, control, warmth, expectations, and
autonomy support. Contemporary research emphasizes that
parenting styles should be understood as multidimensional
patterns involving combinations of responsiveness and
demandingness rather than as isolated parental behaviors
Ceulemans, 2019; 2017).

(Kuppens & Smetana,

Furthermore, meta-analytic evidence suggests that
associations between parenting styles and developmental
outcomes such as behavioral problems and academic
achievement are observed across cultural contexts, although
their magnitude may vary according to sociocultural
conditions (Pinquart & Kauser, 2018).

Among different parenting patterns, authoritative
parenting has consistently attracted attention because it
combines emotional warmth and responsiveness with clear
expectations, behavioral monitoring, and age-appropriate
autonomy. This style allows adolescents to express opinions
and participate in decision-making while maintaining
reasonable parental structure and boundaries. Empirical
findings suggest that authoritative or positive parenting is
associated with more favorable behavioral and
psychological outcomes in adolescents (Sun et al., 2024).
Positive parenting has also been linked to academic grit
through psychological mediating mechanisms (Lin et al.,
2024) and to self-regulated learning through self-esteem (Du
et al., 2022). These findings indicate that parenting may
affect adolescent adjustment not only directly, but also
through internal psychological resources that support self-

regulation, autonomy, and identity development.
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The association between parenting style and
differentiation of self has been supported by both Iranian and
international  studies. Research conducted among
adolescents has shown relationships between parenting
styles, self-concept, and differentiation (Beheshti-Rouy et
al., 2012; Rafahi & Rafahi, 2014). Other Iranian studies have
reported meaningful associations between maternal and
paternal parenting styles and differentiation of self
(Lotfifarghi & Zahrakar, 2014). More recent evidence
suggests that adolescent differentiation may mediate the
relationship between perceived parenting styles and parent—
adolescent conflict (Allahdad & Abolhasani, 2025). In
addition, differentiation has been identified as part of the
psychological mechanisms  connecting  parent—child
relationship quality with identity-related difficulties in
adolescents (Jafari et al., 2024). These findings support the
assumption that adolescents who experience supportive but
structured parenting may be more capable of preserving
emotional  autonomy  without  sacrificing  family
connectedness.

A potentially important mechanism underlying this
relationship is ego development. Ego development refers to
the progressive organization of the individual’s ways of
understanding the self, others, interpersonal relationships,
rules, responsibilities, and internal experiences. According
to Loevinger’s developmental framework, ego development
progresses from relatively impulsive, dependent, and
externally regulated forms of functioning toward greater
self-awareness, conscientiousness, individuality, autonomy,
and integration (Loevinger, 2014). Higher levels of ego
development are therefore associated with increasing
complexity in meaning-making, perspective-taking, and
self-regulation. Empirical evidence has also connected ego
development with ethical decision-making and more
sophisticated cognitive and interpersonal functioning
(Lambie et al., 2011). The construct has additionally

received methodological support through contemporary

approaches to scoring and assessing developmental levels of
ego functioning (O'Fallon et al., 2020).

Parenting practices may play an important role in
facilitating ego development. Research has shown that
parental rearing styles are associated with adolescent ego
identity and that psychological attitudes may mediate this
relationship (Ding et al., 2024). Positive coparenting and the
broader family relational environment have also been
associated with adolescent ego identity through relational
pathways (Ji et al., 2023). Likewise, parenting styles have
been linked to identity development and adjustment through
the satisfaction of psychological needs (Cordeiro et al.,
2018). lranian research has also suggested associations
between parenting styles and ego strength (Besharat, 2015),
as well as the role of parenting and ego-related resources in
adolescents’ vulnerability to maladaptive outcomes

(Narimani & Parnian Khooy, 2021). These findings provide

a conceptual basis for considering ego development as an

intervening  mechanism  between  parenting and
differentiation.
Accordingly, the present study proposed that

authoritative parenting may contribute to differentiation of
self both directly and through ego development. Such a
model integrates a family-level variable with an
intrapersonal developmental mechanism and may therefore
provide a more comprehensive explanation of adolescent
differentiation. Structural equation modeling is particularly
suitable for testing such multivariate relationships because it
allows the simultaneous assessment of direct and indirect
associations among latent constructs (Kline, 2016). The
present study therefore aimed to develop and test a
predictive model of differentiation of self based on
authoritative parenting style, with ego development as a
mediating variable among male adolescents.

Methods and Materials

The present study used a descriptive-correlational design
based on structural equation modeling. The statistical

population consisted of all male students aged 14 to 18 years
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who were enrolled in grades 10, 11, and 12 in public upper-
secondary schools in Qom during the 2023-2024 academic
year. Participants were selected through multistage cluster
random sampling. First, an educational district was selected
randomly from the city, after which public boys’ secondary
schools and classes from the three grade levels were
randomly selected. All eligible students in the selected
classes were invited to participate. Based on sample size
requirements for structural equation modeling and
allowances for incomplete responses and attrition, the final
sample consisted of 330 students.

Inclusion criteria were enrollment in grades 10 to 12 in a
public boys’ upper-secondary school in Qom, age between
14 and 18 years, willingness to participate, and provision of
informed consent in accordance with the requirements for
research involving minors. Exclusion criteria included
incomplete questionnaires, substantial missing responses,
withdrawal from participation, and unusable response
patterns.

Authoritative parenting was assessed using Buri’s
Parental Authority Questionnaire. The questionnaire
contains 30 items assessing permissive, authoritarian, and
authoritative parenting styles, with 10 items for each
dimension. Responses are scored on a five-point Likert
scale, and the authoritative parenting subscale was used as
the main predictor in the present study.

Differentiation of self was assessed using the revised
Differentiation of Self Inventory. The 43-item instrument
evaluates four dimensions: emotional reactivity, I-position,
emotional cutoff, and fusion with others. Items are rated on
a six-point Likert scale, with higher overall scores
representing greater differentiation after appropriate reverse
scoring.

Ego development was assessed using the short 18-item
male version of the Sentence Completion Test derived from
Loevinger’s ego development framework. Participants
completed open-ended sentence stems, and responses were
classified according to developmental levels ranging from

impulsive to integrated functioning. Individual item ratings

and the overall response pattern were considered in
determining the final ego development score.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27 and structural
equation modeling procedures. Descriptive statistics

included frequencies, percentages, means, standard
deviations, skewness, and kurtosis. Pearson correlation
coefficients were calculated to assess bivariate associations.
Confirmatory factor analysis was used to evaluate
measurement adequacy, and structural equation modeling
was applied to test the proposed direct paths. Model quality
was evaluated using the coefficient of determination,
communality, goodness-of-fit, predictive relevance, and NFI
indices. Statistical significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

The sample included 330 male adolescents aged 14 to 18
years. The largest age group consisted of 16-year-old
students, accounting for 21.8% of the sample, whereas 14-
year-old students constituted the smallest age group at
18.2%. Regarding educational grade, 33.9% were in grade
10, 32.4% in grade 11, and 33.6% in grade 12. In terms of
academic field, 42.4% studied experimental sciences, 29.7%
mathematics and physics, and 27.9% humanities.

The mean score for authoritative parenting was 3.47, with
a total mean score of 34.70 and a standard deviation of 0.78.
The mean score for differentiation of self was 3.83, with a
total mean score of 176.18 and a standard deviation of 0.80.
Ego development had a mean of 5.86, a total mean score of
105.48, and a standard deviation of 0.71. Skewness values
for authoritative parenting, differentiation of self, and ego
development were -0.06, -0.12, and -0.04, respectively,
while kurtosis values were 0.37, -0.09, and -0.19. These
values indicated no substantial deviation from normality.

Correlation analysis demonstrated significant positive
associations among all study variables. Authoritative
parenting was positively correlated with ego development (r
=0.722, p < 0.01) and differentiation of self (r = 0.763, p <
0.01). Ego development showed the strongest correlation

with differentiation of self (r = 0.819, p < 0.01).
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Structural path analysis indicated that authoritative
parenting significantly and positively predicted ego
development (B =0.709, t=18.811). Authoritative parenting
also significantly predicted differentiation of self (B =0.715,
t = 19.289). In addition, ego development had a significant
positive effect on differentiation of self (f = 0.731, t =
20.195). All direct structural paths were statistically
significant.

The coefficient of determination for differentiation of self
was R? = 0.589, indicating that the predictors in the model
explained 58.9% of the variance in differentiation of self.
The communality index was 0.565. The overall goodness-
of-fit index was calculated as GOF = 0.550, indicating
adequate overall model fit. The predictive relevance index
was Q2 = 0.238, reflecting acceptable predictive power. The
NFI value was 0.956, further supporting satisfactory model
fit. Factor loadings exceeded 0.40 and their corresponding t
values were greater than 1.96, supporting the adequacy of
the measurement model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that authoritative parenting
was strongly and positively associated with both ego
development and differentiation of self. Adolescents who
perceived their parents as combining emotional warmth,
responsiveness, clear expectations, and reasonable
behavioral control tended to show higher levels of
psychological development and greater capacity to maintain
an autonomous sense of self within close relationships. This
pattern suggests that authoritative parenting may create a
family environment in which adolescents are able to develop
independence without experiencing emotional
disconnection from their parents.

The significant relationship between authoritative
parenting and ego development indicates that structured but
supportive parenting may facilitate more advanced forms of
self-organization. When adolescents are encouraged to
express opinions, participate in decisions, and assume age-
appropriate responsibility within clear boundaries, they may

have more opportunities to develop self-awareness,

perspective-taking, accountability, and autonomous
decision-making. These competencies are central to higher
levels of ego development and may explain why
authoritative parenting was strongly associated with this
construct.

Authoritative  parenting also  directly  predicted
differentiation of self. This finding implies that adolescents
raised in a relational climate characterized by warmth and
reasonable structure may become better able to regulate
emotional responses, maintain personal beliefs under
interpersonal pressure, and preserve closeness without
excessive fusion. Such adolescents may learn that
disagreement does not necessarily threaten emotional bonds
and that autonomy can coexist with family attachment.

Ego development was also a strong predictor of
differentiation of self and showed the highest bivariate
association with this outcome. This suggests that
differentiation may partly depend on the adolescent’s
broader level of personality organization. More
developmentally advanced adolescents may be better able to
tolerate ambiguity, recognize multiple perspectives, regulate
impulses, and understand both their own and others’
emotional experiences. These capacities are highly relevant
to maintaining psychological boundaries and balancing
intimacy with autonomy.

Taken together, the structural pattern supports the
conceptual assumption that ego development can function as
an important mechanism linking family experiences with
differentiation of self. Although the reported results
primarily established significant direct structural paths, the
overall configuration of associations is compatible with a
developmental process in which authoritative parenting
contributes to more mature ego organization, which in turn
supports greater differentiation. The relatively high
explained variance in differentiation of self and the
acceptable fit and predictive indices further support the
usefulness of the proposed model.

The findings also have practical implications for

adolescent counseling and family-based interventions.
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Programs designed to enhance differentiation should not
focus solely on adolescents’ individual emotional skills, but
should also address parenting practices and the broader
family relational climate. Helping parents establish clear
expectations  while

supporting  autonomy,  open

communication, and respectful disagreement may
strengthen developmental processes that contribute to
psychological maturity. At the same time, interventions
aimed at adolescents can emphasize self-awareness,
emotional regulation, independent decision-making,
responsibility, and the ability to preserve a stable sense of

self within close relationships.

In conclusion, the present study showed that authoritative
parenting and ego development are important predictors of
differentiation of self among male adolescents. The
proposed model demonstrated acceptable explanatory and
predictive capacity, indicating that differentiation of self is
best understood as the product of both family-level and
intrapersonal developmental processes. These findings
underscore the importance of integrating parenting practices
with adolescent personality development when seeking to
understand or strengthen psychological autonomy and

relational functioning during adolescence.
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