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Abstract

Adolescents' life stories: Exploring the link between
parental death and deviant behavior

Nan-Lung Hou

Abstract

Key Word parental death; deviant behavior; grief; constructivism; hermeneutics;
interpretive interactionism; life story; narrative anaysis; criminology;
thanatol ogy

For most individuals, parental death is a critical life event with great impact. For
adolescents at arapidly developing stage, the impact is even more consequential. According
to Kelly’ s theory of personal construct, parental death would directly affect an individual’ s
core constructs, belief systems, and values, which usually lead to dramatic changes in
personality.

Quantitative methods have long dominated the field of criminology, and most research
outcomes showed a positive correlation between parental death and deviant behaviors
among adolescents. However, the impacts of parental death remain unknown and in need of
further investigations. To understand the subjective world of adolescents with parental death
and to further look into how they are affected by such a painful event, this study adopts
gualitative research paradigms informed by hermeneutics and constructivism.

Following the circle of constructivist inquiry, a pilot study was carried out to refine the
research techniques and deepen the understanding of the research problems. To increase
trustworthiness, this study does two kinds of triangulation. One is on data resources, where
in-depth interviews and repertory grids are used to collect data from the participants. The
other is on analytic methods, where the analytic schemes informed by interpretive
interactionism and constructivism are employed. Five junior high school students (aged 13-
15) with parental death are recruited and invited to participate in this study. Among the five,
three are defined as deviants, and the other two are not, serving as counter group.

After exploring the links among the participants experience of parental death, their
statuses of self-identity, and their deviant behaviors, this study proposes two models, with
one on the status of self-identity achievement and the other on how adolescents relieve their
negative feelings associated with the death events. The two models delineate the
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psychosocial state of deviants suffering from parental death. Asaresult, Wu' s(1999) “cycle
model of violent behaviors’ isalso expanded to a“ cycle model of deviant behaviors’.

Other main findings include the following:

(1) Parental death is the critical incident in terms of the onset of deviant behavior. The
death event affects adolescents feelings, cognition, and behavior patterns, and places
them at great psychological risk. They may lack abilities to handle the negative feeling
and thus turn to deviant behavior for relief.

(2)1f their grief cannot be relieved, the critical task of self-identity achievement may not
be accomplished.

(3) The more they can recover from grief, the less they turn to deviant behaviorsfor relief.

(4)What supporting systems can offer directly affects how they cope with negative
feelings associated with parental death. They may turn to deviant behavior as a way of
coping.

(5) The shifts on the supporting systems will aggravate the adolescents’ psychological
crises.

(6) School teachers present an important support for these adol escents.

(7)The more the entire family can resolve the grief collaboratively, the less the
adolescents turn to deviant behavior as away of coping.

(8)Most adolescents with parental death uphold the idea of “being psychologically
hardy” .to help them move on.

(9)Socia stigma has negative impacts on their recovery from grief and tends to trigger
violent or aggressive reactions.

(10)Care and acceptance provided by supporting systems are necessary conditions for
eliminating deviant behavi ors.
(11) Those who adopt a negative life attitude are inclined to becoming deviants.

The research findings shed light on the field of criminology and thanatology. Based on
the findings, it is suggested that youth workers pay more attention to the psychologicd
needs of adolescents suffering from parental death. To help cope with the crisis, more
effective interventions and supports should be provided. In addition, the implementation of
death education in all levels of school education would serve as a proactive way to
preventing the onset of deviant behaviors associated with parental death.
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