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Abstract

This study investigated the predictive roles of family functioning, family communication
patterns, and parent—adolescent conflict in Iragi adolescents’ risky behaviors, with particular
emphasis on the mediating role of basic psychological needs. This cross-sectional study
employed a descriptive-correlational design based on structural equation modeling. The
statistical population comprised all senior high school students in Salah al-Din Governorate,
Irag, during the 2025-2026 academic year. Using multistage cluster random sampling, 300
students were selected from schools in Tikrit and Samarra. Data were collected using
standardized measures of family functioning, family communication patterns, parent—
adolescent conflict, basic psychological needs, and risky behaviors. Pearson correlation
coefficients and structural equation modeling were applied to analyze the data using SPSS and
AMOS. Structural modeling indicated that poorer family functioning ($=0.343), conformity
orientation ($=0.267), and parent—adolescent conflict (§=0.332) had significant positive effects
on risky behaviors. In contrast, conversation orientation (f=—0.256) and satisfaction of basic
psychological needs (B=—0.498) had significant negative effects on risky behaviors. Poorer
family functioning (p=-0.394), conformity orientation ($=—0.286), and parent—adolescent
conflict (B=-0.397) negatively predicted basic psychological needs, whereas conversation
orientation positively predicted their satisfaction (f=0.374). The indirect effects of the family-
related predictors on risky behaviors through basic psychological needs were also supported.
The proposed model explained 50.3% of the variance in risky behaviors and 33.1% of the
variance in basic psychological needs. Family functioning, communication patterns, and
parent—adolescent conflict areimportant predictors of risky behaviors among Iragi adolescents.
Interventions that strengthen open family conversation, reduce coercive conformity and
unresolved conflict, and support adolescents’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness
may contribute to preventing or reducing risky behaviors in this population.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterized by rapid biological, cognitive, emotional, and
social changes. During this stage, individuals increasingly seek autonomy, establish a more independent
identity, expand their peer relationships, and become exposed to a wider range of social opportunities and
pressures. Although these developmental changes are essential for maturation, they may also increase
susceptibility to impulsive decision-making, sensation seeking, peer influence, and behaviors that threaten
physical, psychological, orsocial well-being. Risky behaviors among adolescents may include substance use,
smoking, alcohol consumption, violence, delinquent conduct, unsafe driving, and other actions associated with
adverse health and developmental outcomes. Such behaviors are not merely isolated personal choices; rather,
they emerge through complex interactions between individual characteristics and family, school, cultural, and
social contexts (Miller et al., 2020).

Contemporary behavioral perspectives emphasize that actions are influenced by individuals’ beliefs, perceived
vulnerability, expectations regarding consequences, and judgments about their ability to control or avoid risk.
Although Prater examined cybersecurity behavior rather than adolescent risk behavior, the study demonstrated
the broader relevance of individual beliefs and perceived responsibility in shaping protective or risky conduct
(Prater, 2024). Likewise, organizational and educational studies have indicated that behavior is strongly
influenced by the surrounding relational and institutional context. Supportive leadership, shared values, and
constructive interpersonal relationships can encourage adaptive behavior (Taghizadeh & Shokri, 2015),
whereas structural barriers and restrictive social conditions may limit perceived agency and affect individuals’
behavioral choices (Taghizadeh et al., 2012). These findings support the view that adolescent behavior should
be interpreted within the environments in which it develops.

The family is the earliest and most enduring social context in which adolescents learn emotional regulation,
communication, decision-making, responsibility, conflict management, and behavioral control. Family
functioning refers to the family system’s ability to solve problems, communicate effectively, define and
distribute roles, respond emotionally, maintain appropriate affective involvement, regulate behavior, and
preserve overall stability. When family functioning is adaptive, adolescents are more likely to experience
emotional security, consistent supervision, clear expectations, and reliable support. Conversely, poorproblem-
solving, inconsistent behavioral control, emotional disengagement, ambiguous roles, and dysfunctional
communication may increase vulnerability to risky behaviors. A systemic review reported that family
functioning and adolescent differentiation are closely associated with risk behavior, suggesting that adolescents
raised in disorganized or emotionally unstable family environments may be more likely to adopt maladaptive
coping patterns (Williams & Chang, 2022).

Family systems theory provides an important framework for understanding these relationships. From this
perspective, adolescent behavior cannot be fully explained as an isolated individual phenomenon because it
reflects broader emotional processes and interactional patterns within the family. Kerr emphasized that chronic
family anxiety, low differentiation, and emotional reactivity may impair the family’s capacity to respond
rationally to stress and may intensify maladaptive behavior among its members (Kerr, 2022). Similarly,
Papero conceptualized the family as an integrated emotional system in which the reactions of one member
influence the functioning of others (Papero, 2021). Titelman further explained that unresolved tension within
family relationships may form emotional triangles, in which an adolescent becomes involved in parental
tension or assumes the role of the identified problematic member (Titelman, 2020). From this systemic
standpoint, adolescent risky behavior may represent not only an individual coping response but also an
expression of unresolved family tension.
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Family communication patterns are another central factor in adolescent adjustment. These patterns are
generally examined through conversation orientation and conformity orientation. Conversation orientation
refers to the extent to which family members are encouraged to express opinions, discuss feelings, question
ideas, and participate in decision-making. Such communication may facilitate emotional disclosure, mutual
understanding, problem-solving, and the development of self-regulation. In contrast, conformity orientation
emphasizes obedience, similarity of attitudes, hierarchical authority, and adherence to parental decisions.
Moderate conformity may help preserve shared values and family cohesion; however, excessive conformity
may restrict psychological autonomy and prevent adolescents from expressing disagreement. In such contexts,
adolescents may respond through secrecy, resistance, or risk-taking as a means of asserting independence.
The quality of family communication is closely connected to parent—adolescent conflict. Some disagreement
is developmentally expected as adolescents seek greater independence and parents attempt to maintain
guidance and supervision. Nevertheless, frequent, intense, hostile, or unresolved conflict can undermine trust,
reduce emotional closeness, and weaken parental influence. Longitudinal evidence has shown that parent—
adolescent conflict is related to academic stress and depressive symptoms, indicating that persistent relational
tension can have enduring psychological consequences (Chen et al., 2020). Cross-cultural research has also
demonstrated an association between parent—adolescent conflict and risky behaviors, while suggesting that
cultural expectations concerning authority and autonomy may influence the strength and expression of this
relationship (Di Tommaso et al., 2019).

Further longitudinal findings indicate that parent—adolescent conflict can predict later risk behavior rather than
merely coexist with it (Laino et al., 2022). Emotional regulation may explain part of this association, because
adolescents exposed to persistent conflict may have difficulty identifying, tolerating, and managing negative
emotions and may consequently engage in impulsive or risky acts to escape distress (Ehrlich et al., 2021).
Perceived parental warmth may also mediate the effect of conflict on problem behaviors, suggesting that
adolescents’ experience of acceptance and affection can buffer some of the harmful consequences of
disagreement (Ozdemir-Biskin, 2024). In addition, the spillover model proposes that conflict in one family
subsystem can affect other relationships. Interparental conflict may therefore influence parent—adolescent
relationships and adolescent adjustment (Timmons et al., 2021), while conflict between parents and
adolescents may spread across emotional and relational domains over time (Mastrotheodoros et al., 2021).
The relationship between family variables and risky behavior may also operate through adolescents’ basic
psychological needs. According to self-determination theory, autonomy, competence, and relatedness are
fundamental requirements for healthy motivation and psychological adjustment. Autonomy refers to
experiencing volition and meaningful choice, competence concerns the perception of effectiveness and
capability, and relatedness reflects a sense of belonging and emotional connection. Satisfaction of these needs
supports self-regulation and well-being, whereas their chronic frustration may result in helplessness, alienation,
compensatory behavior, and maladjustment (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Families play a central role in
satisfying these needs by allowing age-appropriate choice, recognizing adolescents’ abilities, and providing
emotional availability and acceptance.

When adolescents experience coercive control, chronic conflict, emotional rejection, or limited opportunities
for independent expression, their basic psychological needs may be frustrated. Such frustration may encourage
them to seek autonomy, belonging, status, or competence through risky peer groups and maladaptive behavior.
Basic psychological need frustration has been associated with suicidal ideation and risk for suicidal behavior,
illustrating its relevance to severe forms of health-threatening conduct (Britton etal., 2014). A structural study
also found that basic psychological needs were related to risky behaviors and that emotional processes
contributed to this association (Yaghoubzadeh et al., 2022). These findings suggest that psychological needs
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may mediate the influence of family functioning, communication patterns, and parent—adolescent conflict on
adolescent risk behavior.

School and social connectedness may additionally shape these relationships. For example, school
connectedness has been found to moderate the association between parent—adolescent conflict and substance
use, indicating that supportive external environments may partly protect adolescents exposed to family conflict
(Luo et al., 2019). Nevertheless, external support may not fully compensate for persistent family dysfunction,
particularly when emotional needs remain unmet. Accordingly, an integrated model incorporating family
functioning, communication patterns, conflict, and basic psychological needs may provide a more
comprehensive explanation of risky behaviors.

This issue has particular relevance in Iraq, where adolescents may experience social, economic, security-
related, and family pressures. Risky driving, smoking, violence, alcohol use, and substance abuse have been
reported among Iragi adolescents (Haiman, 2016). Multiple health-risk behaviors have also been identified
among school adolescents in the Kurdistan Region of Irag, with socio-demographic factors contributing to
their distribution (Qasem et al., 2019). Moreover, substance use among high school students in Erbil has been
linked to family and environmental conditions (Al-Hyali et al., 2019). However, relatively few studies have
simultaneously examined family functioning, conversation orientation, conformity orientation, parent—
adolescent conflict, and basic psychological needs within a unified structural model among Iragi adolescents.
Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the predictive roles of family functioning, family
communication patterns, and parent—adolescent conflict in risky behaviors among Iraqi adolescents, with basic
psychological needs as a mediating variable.

Methods and Materials

The study used a cross-sectional descriptive-correlational design based on structural equation modeling. The
statistical population consisted of all senior high school students in Salah al-Din Governorate, Iraq, during the
2025-2026 academic year. According to the available educational records, the governorate included 232 senior
high schools serving more than 43000 students. A total of 300 students were selected through multistage cluster
random sampling. First, Tikrit and Samarra were randomly selected from the cities of Salah al-Din
Governorate. Next, 5 schools were selected from each city. Three classes were then selected from each school,
and 10 students were recruited from each selected class. The final sample included students aged 16 to 19
years. Of the participants, 41 percent were boys and 59 percent were girls. In terms of grade level, 32 percent
were in the tenth grade, 33 percent were in the eleventh grade, and 35 percent were in the twelfth grade.

Data were collected using standardized questionnaires assessing family functioning, family communication
patterns, parent-adolescent conflict, basic psychological needs, and risky behaviors. Family functioning was
assessed using the Family Assessment Device based on the McMaster model. The questionnaire included 60
items and measured problem-solving, communication, roles, affective responsiveness, affective involvement,
behavioral control, and general family functioning. Higher scores represented poorer family functioning.
Family communication patterns were examined through conversation orientation and conformity orientation.
Parent-adolescent conflict was measured in terms of conflictual behaviors and relational tension. Basic
psychological needs were assessed through the dimensions of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Risky
behavior scores represented the overall level of engagement in or tendency toward health-threatening and
maladaptive behaviors.

The questionnaires were administered in the selected schools after coordination with school authorities. Before
completion, participants received a brief explanation of the study purpose and response procedure. They were
informed that participation was voluntary, responses would remain anonymous and confidential, and the data
would be used solely for research purposes. The completed questionnaires were reviewed and entered into
SPSS. Descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, and preliminary assumption tests were calculated
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in SPSS, while the structural model was examined using AMOS. Normality was assessed with the
Kolmogorov—Smirnov  test, multivariate outliers were examined through Mahalanobis distance,
multicollinearity was evaluated using tolerance and variance inflation factor indices, and error independence
was assessed using the Durbin—Watson statistic. Direct, indirect, and total effects were estimated, and paths
with critical ratio values greater than 1.96 were considered statistically significant.

Findings

The participants included 19 percent aged 16 years, 40 percent aged 17 years, 32 percent aged 18 years, and 9
percent aged 19 years. The mean score for family functioning was 143.70 with a standard deviation of 9.07.
The mean scores for conversation orientation and conformity orientation were 43.33 and 23.12, respectively.
The mean parent—adolescent conflict score was 9.91 with a standard deviation of 4.70. The mean scores for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness were 17.16, 15.88, and 22.30, respectively. The mean risky behavior
scorewas 145.35 with a standard deviation of 8.10.

The Kolmogorov—Smirnov results indicated that all variables were normally distributed, as all significance
values exceeded 0.05. No significant multivariate outliers were identified. Tolerance and variance inflation
factor values indicated no problematic multicollinearity. The Durbin—Watson statistic was 1.64, supporting the
relative independence of errors.

Pearson correlation analysis showed that poorer family functioning was positively correlated with risky
behaviors at 0.70. Conversation orientation was negatively correlated with risky behaviors at —0.62, whereas
conformity orientation was positively correlated with risky behaviors at 0.69. Parent—adolescent conflict had
a strong positive correlation with risky behaviors at 0.72. Autonomy, competence, and relatedness were
negatively associated with risky behaviors, with correlation coefficients of —0.53, —0.59, and —0.51,
respectively.

Structural equation modeling indicated that all major hypothesized paths were statistically significant. Poorer
family functioning had a positive direct effect on risky behaviors, with a standardized coefficient of 0.343.
Conversation orientation negatively predicted risky behaviors, with a coefficient of —0.256. Conformity
orientation positively predicted risky behaviors, with a coefficient of 0.267, while parent—adolescent conflict
had a positive effect of 0.332. Basic psychological needs had the strongest direct negative effect on risky
behaviors, with a coefficient of —0.498.

The predictors also significantly affected basic psychological needs. Poorer family functioning negatively
predicted basic psychological needs, with a standardized coefficient of —0.394. Conversation orientation had
a positive effect of 0.374, whereas conformity orientation and parent-adolescent conflict had negative effects
of —0.286 and —0.397, respectively. The indirect effects indicated that basic psychological needs mediated the
relationships between the family variables and risky behaviors. The model explained 50.3 percent of the
variance in risky behaviors and 33.1 percent of the variance in basic psychological needs.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that adolescent risky behavior is closely linked to both family relational processes
and the satisfaction of basic psychological needs. Poorer family functioning was associated with higher risky
behavior, suggesting that difficulties in problem-solving, emotional responsiveness, behavioral control, and
family organization may reduce the family’s protective capacity. Adolescents living in such environments may
receive inconsistent guidance, limited emotional support, and inadequate supervision, which can increase
vulnerability to peer pressure and maladaptive coping.

Conversation orientation emerged as a protective factor. Open communication may allow adolescents to
disclose concerns, seek advice, discuss peer pressure, and process difficult emotions before these experiences
develop into risky actions. It may also strengthen trust and help adolescents internalize family values through
explanation rather than coercion. In contrast, conformity orientation was associated with increased risky
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behavior. Excessive demands for obedience and attitudinal uniformity may frustrate adolescents’ need for
independence and encourage secrecy, resistance, or risk-taking as alternative means of asserting autonomy.
Parent-adolescent conflict was another important predictor. Persistent conflict may weaken attachment, reduce
parental influence, and create emotional distress. When adolescents perceive family relationships as hostile or
rejecting, they may turn to peers for belonging or engage in risky behaviors to regulate negative emotions. The
relatively strong association between conflict and risky behavior indicates that not only the existence of
disagreement but also its frequency, intensity, and method of resolution are important.

Basic psychological needs had the strongest direct protective effect in the model. Adolescents who experience
autonomy, competence, and relatedness may be better able to regulate behavior, resist peer pressure, and
pursue adaptive goals. In contrast, adolescents who feel controlled, ineffective, or emotionally disconnected
may use risky behavior to obtain a temporary sense of control, status, excitement, or group acceptance. The
mediating effects further showed that family processes influenced risky behavior partly by shaping
adolescents’ internal psychological experiences.

The explanatory power of the model was substantial, as it accounted for more than half of the variance in risky
behaviors. This finding indicates that family functioning, communication, conflict, and basic psychological
needs represent central components of adolescent risk behavior in the Iragqi context. Nevertheless, the
remaining unexplained variance suggests that other factors, including impulsivity, sensation seeking, mental
health difficulties, peer norms, school connectedness, economic pressure, and access to substances, should also
be considered.

Overall, the study concludes that risky behaviors among Iraqi adolescents are more likely when family
functioning is poor, communication is conformity-oriented, parent-adolescent conflict is high, and basic
psychological needs are frustrated. Conversely, open family conversation and satisfaction of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness operate as protective factors. Prevention programs should therefore move beyond
behavioral restriction alone and focus on improving family functioning, promoting constructive
communication, reducing unresolved conflict, and creating family environments that support adolescents’
psychological needs.
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