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Abstract
Exploring perceptual discrepancies and how they affect family life may be particularly relevant when household 

dynamics have broken down to the point that a child runs away or is forced to leave the home. This study explored 
the sources of differences between parents’ and youths’ reports of family functioning and, more generally, illustrates 
how to perform confirmatory factor analysis methods to purge error due to me�Ҁ�subscales 䀅倀KcBqspckclr�*ltBpgBlac�gl�rfc�'BkgMw�'slargmlgle�4aBMc卡湮愠䨠周潭灳潮⨀

Keywords: Runaway youth; Measurement invariance; Family 
functioning; Perceptual differences; Confirmatory factor analysis; 
Parent-youth dyads

Introduction
Research exploring parent and adolescent relationships in 
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non-significant differences between the intercepts. The complete scalar 
invariance model showed good overall model fit (χ2 (21)=25.71,p=.22; 
CFI=.987). Thus, the exclusion of the items “respected” and “listen” 
yielded a Positive Affect subscale that was comparable between parents 
and children.

For the Conflict subscale, item intercepts differed on variables of 
“fight” (parents intercept=1.31, youths intercept=.87), “hit” (parent 
intercept=-.97, youth intercept=-.37), and “use” (parent intercept=.64, 
youth intercept=.05). A partial invariance model was tested allowing 
only these three item intercepts to differ between parents and youths; 
it performed well against the complete metric invariance model (∆χ2 
(2)=5.25,p=.07; ∆CFI=-0.01). Dropping the three items and comparing 
the new 3-item subscale’s scalar invariance model to its metric 
invariance model resulted in good nested model fit (∆χ2 (2)=5.72,p=.06; 
∆CFI=-0.003) and good overall fit for the complete scalar invariance 
model (χ2 (9)=9.35,p=.41; CFI=.997).

On the Relationship Worries subscale, item intercepts differed only 
for the variable “angry” (parent intercept=1.54, youth intercept=1.03). 
A partial scalar invariance model allowing only the intercept of 
“angry” to differ between the two groups fared marginally worse 
than the complete metric invariance model (∆χ2 (2)=6.82,p=.08; 
∆CFI=-0.013). However, dropping this item from the scale and re-
analyzing the complete scalar invariance model resulted in good nested 
model fit (∆χ2 (3)=5.34, p=.15; ∆CFI=-0.013) and good overall fit (χ2 
(21)=29.31,p=.11; CFI=.955).

Comparison of results

In order to evaluate the results of the traditional comparison of 
means versus the invariance approaches, revised scales were calculated 
based on the items retained at each level of invariance (Table 1). 

Creating unidimensional and configurally invariant subscales resulted 
in improvement for the Conflict subscale over traditional methods; 
however, other subscales remained significantly different between 
parent/youth dyads at all levels of invariance. 

Discussion
This study aimed to evaluate differences between parents and 

youths’ perceptions by testing measurement invariance/equality on a 
measure of family functioning. As measures are often used with the 
presumption that they are measuring concepts similarly across various 
respondent groups, it is important to evaluate this assumption. Even if 
a measure provides valid information for various respondent groups, 
it does not guarantee that the measure functions the same way across 
diverse groups [17]. This may be especially true of measures used with 
parent and youth respondents. 

In this sample of runaway youths and their parents, results confirmed 
that parents’ perceptions of various facets of family functioning differed 
from their child’s view. For example, in terms of evaluations of family 
Communication, the item “I tell people in my family when I am angry 
with them” was more meaningful for adolescents than for parents. This 
discrepancy implies that the item has a different meaning for these two 
groups and requires further qualitative exploration. These findings 
may suggest that among adolescents, the item reflects feelings of trust 
and security, while it reflects a sense of discipline or authority for 
parents. Until the underlying meaning of the disclosure of anger and its 
relationship to family functioning is more fully understood and clearly 
measured, however, the item should not be used to compare youths’ 
and parents’ perceptions of the quality of family communication. 

In terms of evaluating family positive effect, adolescents and their 
parents agreed on the nature and measurement of the construct, but 
displayed divergent biases in their reports of its meaning. Parents, 
regardless of the reality of their own family’s functioning, were less 
likely to feel that family members listen to and respect one another. 
In order to compare perceptions of two members of the same family, 
this group-level bias must be addressed. When the “respected” and 
“listen” items were dropped in our study, the parent-youth difference 
in perception of positive affect widened slightly. Therefore, removal of 
a negative bias common among the parents revealed an even stronger 
parent-youth gap in terms of understanding their family’s functioning. 

Although some differences between groups in construct 
measurement and item bias were statistically significant in this study, 
they were not strong enough to substantially alter the conclusions 
that would be drawn from the standard practice of ensuring construct 
unidimensionality. Overall, it appears that parents have higher 
mean scores on subscales measuring the positive aspects of family 
functioning, such as mood or affect of the household, adherence to 
rituals and traditions, and communication. Conversely, adolescent 
children had higher scores on issues of conflict within the family. 
These findings, consistent with other studies may reflect parents’ 
investment in portraying the family ecology in a more positive manner 
than their children [1,7]. Even though runaway youths consistently 
report numerous chronic personal and family difficulties that 
precipitated their running away from parental homes, parents may 
feel family dynamics improve once the adolescent departs [5]. This 
change results in household functioning reaching a more satisfactory 
level and parents feeling more positive about the remaining family 
member’s interactions. On the other hand, some suggest that the 
stressors high-risk families encounter on a daily basis keep them from 

Table 4: Complete scalar invariance results for all subscales.

Subscales ∆χ2 (df) p ∆CFI
Rituals 4.63 (4)      .327 - .001
Communication (revised 4 item) 7.38 (3)    .06 - .010
Positive Affect 29.57 (5) < .001 - .033
Conflict 33.69 (5) < .001 -. 092
Worries 11.44 (4) < .05 - .026

*note the associated ‘variable names’ are bolded in Table 1

Table 5: Single-item scalar invariance results for three subscales.

Subscale Models ∆χ2 (df) p ∆CFI
Positive Affect
Equality “accepts”* 0.28 (1) .60 + 0.001
Equality “listen” 4 .60
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