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ABSTRACT: This study examines the role of family 
background in the development of adolescent risk 
behavior using a sample of 614 secondary school 
students (mean age = 16.8). The results show that the 
quality of the parent-child relationship is a stronger 
predictor of adolescent risk behavior than family 
structure itself. Adolescents from non-intact families 
who reported strong attachment to their parents 
exhibited similarly low levels of risk behavior as 
those from intact families. In contrast, weak parental 
attachment was associated with significantly higher 
engagement in substance use, delinquency, and 
bullying. Parental smoking emerged as a significant 
risk factor for adolescent substance use, whereas 
parental alcohol consumption showed no significant 
effect. Gender did not moderate the relationship 
between family variables and risk behavior. These 
findings highlight parental attachment as a key 
protective factor and suggest that strengthening 

parent-child relationships may be more effective in 
preventing adolescent risk behavior than focusing 
solely on family structure.
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 B 1  INTRODUCTION

1.1  Risk behavior in adolescence

Risk behavior is not uncommon among young people, who often 
face internal conflicts, emotional swings, and uncertainty about 
their identity. Adolescents who actively explore their identity 
often experience self-doubt, confusion, and impulsivity, have 
more frequent conflicts with their parents, report weakened ego 
strength, and exhibit heightened physical and somatic symp-
toms (Erikson, 1956; Kidwell & Dunham, 1995).

Macek (2003) distinguishes two types of problematic behav-
ior – one that harms the adolescent’s physical or psycholog-
ical health, and one that poses a threat to society, potentially 
causing harm to others. Miovský (2015) states that common 
denominator of typical risky behaviors is their pre-pathological 
nature, meaning that they have not yet developed into full-blown 
pathological conditions, such as addiction. According to Dolejš 
(2010), risk behavior includes activities that increase social, 
psychological, health-related, developmental, and physiological 
risks for the individual, their surroundings, and society.

One of the most prominent forms of risk behavior is substance 
use, including both legal and illegal substances. The 2019 
ESPAD survey showed a decline in adolescent smoking and 
alcohol use: 23.6% of 16-year-olds reported smoking in the 
last 30 days (29.8% in 2015) while alcohol was reported by 
95.1% of respondents, with 42% identified as regular drinkers. 
Illegal drug use reached 29.3%, mainly cannabis (Chomynová 
et al., 2020).

A second category is juvenile criminal activity, ranging from 
violent offences and public disorder to theft, vandalism, cy-
bercrime, and substance-related offences (Nielsen Sobotková, 
2014). The 2021 Report on Internal Security and Public Order 
in the Czech Republic indicated a 12.3% decline in crimes by 
youth, but a rise in sexual abuse (+19.8%) and intentional bodily 
harm (+17.8%).

Bullying and aggression form a third category. While often pre-
sented as entertainment, bullying is also driven by power and 
dominance (Říčan & Janošová, 2010). According to the 2015 
PISA study, 25.4% of Czech 15-year-olds experienced bullying, 
above the OECD average of 18.7% (OECD, 2017). Digital com-
munication has further enabled cyberbullying, such as harmful 
messaging and social exclusion (Salmivalli et al., 2013).

The fourth category, risky sexual behavior, includes early sexual 
initiation, unprotected intercourse, multiple or older partners, 
and transactional sex (Eaton et al., 2003; Fetene & Mekonnen, 
2018; Kirby et al., 2007). In the Czech context, Petrík (2021) 
reported a mean age of first intercourse of 15.79 years; 21.2% 
engaged with a casual partner, and 63.3% used a condom at 
first intercourse.

Additional manifestations of risk behavior include truancy 
(Dolejš & Orel, 2017), extremism, gambling, and sectarian in-
volvement (Dolejš, 2010), as well as self-destructive patterns 
such as eating disorders, extreme sports, and compulsive shop-

ping. Eating disorders, particularly among females, are often as-
sociated with self-harm, suicidal tendencies, substance abuse, 
and depression (Nielsen Sobotková, 2014).

Recent large‑scale surveys across diverse cultural contexts fur-
ther illustrate how socio‑demographic and family factors shape 
adolescent risk behaviors. A latent class analysis of Chinese 
adolescents during the COVID‑19 pandemic found that urban 
residence, male gender and non‑intact family background 
were associated with higher levels of health‑risk behaviors, 
and the authors argue that strengthening parental monitoring 
and support could mitigate these risks (Liu et al., 2025). In 
Europe, data from eight countries in the Global Youth Tobacco 
Survey showed that parental smoking is a key predictor of ad-
olescent tobacco use: paternal smoking increased smoking 
frequency among boys (OR≈2.06) whereas maternal or dual 
parental smoking elevated smoking frequency among girls; 
accordingly, the researchers advocate parental cessation and 
gender‑targeted prevention programmes (Dadras & Abio, 2025).

1.2  Attachment as a key factor

Attachment theory posits that early caregiver bonds shape in-
ternal models for regulating emotions and relationships; secure 
attachments support exploration, whereas insecurity reduc-
es parental monitoring and promotes delinquency (Bowlby, 
2010; Ainsworth et al., 1978). Winnicott (1953) emphasized that 
“good‑enough” caregiving provides reliable responsiveness and 
tolerable frustration. Problem behavior theory integrates indi-
vidual differences (e.g., sensation seeking) with environmental 
influences such as parental attitudes and peer norms, highlight-
ing family protective factors as buffers (Jessor & Jessor, 1977). 

While many adolescents refrain from risk behavior, it is impor-
tant to understand what differentiates them from those who 
engage heavily. Jessor (1991, 2014) distinguishes between risk 
factors (e.g., poverty, low self-esteem, family history of alcohol-
ism), which increase the likelihood of problematic behavior, and 
protective factors (e.g., intelligence, valuing success, cohesive 
family), which mitigate it. Dolejš and Skopal (2015) likewise 
noted that impulsivity, anxiety, aggression, biological predispo-
sitions, and peer or socio-economic influences foster risk-tak-
ing. Protective factors include higher intelligence, self-esteem, 
thoughtfulness, and kindness, supported by positive parenting 
and open family communication (Crosnoe et al., 2002).

Adolescents still live under parental rules, often leading to 
conflicts between their wish for independence and parental 
expectations (Mayra et al., 2023; Branje et al., 2009). During 
adolescence engagement in risk behavior is strongly influenced 
by attachment to parents. Securely attached adolescents are 
more self-confident and resilient, and better able to navigate 
challenges (Andretta et al., 2017; Bassani, 2012). Conflict may 
occur, but strong attachment allows differences without fear of 
rejection (Allen & Tan, 2016). Conversely, low trust and com-
munication correlate with higher risk behavior and alienation 
(Čerešník et al., 2019).
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Attachment is also linked to substance use: insecure bonds 
increase susceptibility to addictive behaviors (Fairbairn et al., 
2018) with alcohol or drugs serving as maladaptive coping 
mechanisms (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Fear of abandon-
ment in anxious attachment predicts higher rates of substance 
use (Kassel et al., 2007) and problematic internet or gaming 
behavior, driven by fear of missing out (Blackwell et al., 2017) 
and need for validation (Lin et al., 2011; Monacis et al., 2017a, 
2017b; Kim & Kim, 2015; Macía et al., 2023; Maierová, 2015).

Risk behavior also extends to sexual activity. Securely attached 
adolescents, with positive self-image and low anxiety, are less 
prone to risky sex as they possess a positive self-image, inter-
nal self-validation, and low attachment anxiety (Mikulincer 
& Shaver, 2012). Strong parental attachment reduces sexual 
risk-taking, whereas avoidant attachment predicts greater in-
volvement (Owino et al., 2021).

1.3  Additional risk factors

In the family environment, several additional risk factors con-
tribute to personality development and to the emergence of 
risk behavior. These include parental conflicts and involving 
children in these disputes, non-intact families, parents with 
deviant traits, and substance abuse within the family.

Parental conflict increases psychological distress and under-
mines emotional regulation (Fosco & Grych, 2008) with girls 
tending to internalize stress, manifesting as depression, psy-
chosomatic disorders, or anxiety, while boys are more likely to 
externalize through aggression, rule-breaking, and substance 
use (Davies & Lindsay, 2004). Adolescents exposed to conflict 
are more prone to delinquency (Davies et al., 2016; van Dijk et 
al., 2020), partly due to reduced supervision (Martin et al., 2019) 
and negative expectations for future relationships (Steinberg et 
al., 2006).

Divorce or parental separation is a painful and destabilizing 
experience for children, with effects shaped by a child’s age, 
temperament, and parental handling. In the Czech Republic, 
until 2006 about 90% of custody decisions favored the moth-
er; by 2018 alternating custody rose to 13%, yet over 70% of 
children remained in the mother’s sole care (Kuchařová et al., 
2020). Father absence is linked to higher delinquency in boys 
(Matoušek & Matoušková, 2011), who may lack male role models 
(Kraus, 2013) and difficulties forming healthy partner models 
in girls (Matoušek, 2003). Non-intact families are often less 
stable and emotionally warm (Dávidová, 2018). Children raised 
by a single parent show poorer academic outcomes (Anderson, 
2014; Jain & Mahmoodi, 2022), more psychological problems 
and higher delinquency (Kraus, 2013; Chavda & Nisarga, 2023). 
Families of juvenile delinquents are typically less cohesive and 
more conflict-prone than those of non-delinquent adolescents 
(Matoušek, 2003).

Parental deviance – such as substance abuse, unemployment or 
social maladjustment – correlates with weaker boundaries, less 
supervision, and greater adolescent delinquency (Matoušek & 

Matoušková, 2011). Reduced parental control is linked to early 
cannabis use (Creemers et al., 2015) and higher risk of patho-
logical gambling (Nešpor & Csémy, 2011).

These findings suggest that a positive parent–child relationship 
is a key protective factor against risky behavior, with emotional 
support, warmth, and quality time linked to lower rates of smok-
ing, alcohol use, and substance abuse (Brown & Rinelli, 2010).

 B 2  THE CURRENT STUDY

The current study builds on the presented theoretical back-
ground by examining how specific aspects of the family en-
vironment – the quality of attachment to mother and father, 
the structure of the family (intact versus non‑intact) and the 
presence of interparental conflict – relate to adolescents’ en-
gagement in risky behavior. By focusing on both structural and 
relational dimensions of the family, the research aims to identify 
which features most strongly predict risk taking and whether 
strong parent-child bonds can mitigate the elevated risk often 
observed in non‑intact families. We hypothesize that a subjec-
tively perceived strong relationship with a parent can reduce 
the likelihood of engaging in risky behavior during adolescence, 
thereby helping young people navigate this challenging period 
more successfully. 

Presenting results of our research we aim to underscore the 
importance of family and its “good enough” functioning, par-
ticularly in terms of emotional involvement, parental support 
and empathy, during the challenging transition into adulthood. 
Just as childhood influences adult life, early adulthood plays a 
crucial role in shaping how an individual integrates into soci-
ety. A well-adjusted adolescent is more likely to thrive in their 
productive years, benefiting both their future family and soci-
ety. A better understanding of these relationships can inform 
family‑based interventions and support programmes aimed at 
reducing unhealthy risk behavior during adolescence.

Research Questions

Based on these objectives, the study addresses the following 
research questions:

1.	 	Is there a relationship between family structure and adoles-
cent risk behavior?

2.	 	Are adolescents from non-intact families – those raised by 
a single parent – who nonetheless have a strong bond with 
their parents more resilient to risky behavior?

3.	 	Are adolescents whose parents regularly consume alcohol 
or smoke cigarettes more likely to engage in these behaviors 
compared to those whose parents do not have substance 
dependencies?

4.	 	Does one gender experience a greater influence from the 
family environment? For instance, do boys from dysfunc-
tional families exhibit more or less risk behavior compared 
to girls from similar backgrounds?
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 B 3  METHODS

3.1  Participants

The research sample consists of 614 adolescent students, in-
cluding 348 girls (M = 16.70 years, SD = ±1.24) and 266 boys 
(M = 17.03 years, SD = ±1.34). The largest age cohorts in the 
sample are 16-year-olds (26.06%) and 17-year-olds (25.73%). 
A  significant proportion of participants are 18 years olds 
(24.27%), while 15-year-olds account for 16.45% of the sam-
ple. The remaining 7.49% are students aged 19 years and older 
(aged 19 to 21 years). A graphical representation of the sample 
distribution is provided in Figure 1.

In terms of educational background, 91.4% of the participants 
attend a secondary vocational school with a school-leaving 
exam, while the remaining 8.6% are enrolled in a secondary 
vocational school offering an apprenticeship certificate.

3.2  Procedure

Data collection was conducted at 11 secondary schools across 
10 regions of the Czech Republic between November 2022 and 
mid-June 2023. The administration took place in person at the 
schools, under the supervision of the researchers. 

Data were collected using the paper-and-pencil method, as per-
sonal contact was considered more appropriate given the sensi-
tive topic and target group. The face-to-face approach fostered 
trust and encouraged honest responses. Administration took 
one 45-minute session per class. Of the 621 students tested, 
seven questionnaires were excluded due to excessive missing 
data, resulting in a final sample of 614 respondents.

3.3  Measures

Inventories

To meet the research objectives and operationalize the studied 
phenomena, we used the following psychodiagnostic methods. 

Self-Constructed Questionnaire

This instrument covered: A) socio-demographic data (gender, 
age, school type, year), B) family background (siblings, parental 
education, parental substance use), C) relationship with parents 
(reactions to successes/failures, frequency of conflicts), D) hob-
bies and school conflicts, and E) self-reflection (life satisfaction, 
body image, academic performance, overall well-being).

The Scale of Risk Behavior in Adolescents (SRBA or VRCHA)

Developed by Dolejš and Skopal, VRCHA assesses adolescent 
engagement in alcohol and cigarette use, theft, truancy, van-
dalism, and bullying. The 18 yes/no items form three subscales 
– Abuse, Delinquency, and Bullying – and classify respondents 
into four risk levels (Dolejš & Skopal, 2015).

Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA)

Created by Armsden and Greenberg (1987), the IPPA evalu-
ates adolescents’ attachment to parents and peers across Trust, 
Communication, and Alienation. For the purposes of the present 
study, the original version of the IPPA was used with several 
modifications. Parental attachment items were administered 
separately for mother and father, resulting in two parallel item 
sets, which enabled a differentiated assessment of relationships 
with each parent. One item not referring to a specific person 

Figure 1 | Number of respondents by age and gender
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was excluded, and the peer attachment scale was omitted, as 
the focus of the study was exclusively on family context. In line 
with previous adaptations (e.g., Gullone & Robinson, 2005), the 
original five-point response scale was reduced to a three-point 
scale (always true – sometimes true – never true), with adjusted 
scoring for positively and negatively worded items.

Measures

From the aforementioned inventories, we developed the follow-
ing set of measures:

	B Risk Behavior Score – Sum of positive VRCHA responses 
(Abuse, Delinquency, Bullying), 

	B Attachment Strength – Parental attachment (mother/father) 
rated on a three-point Likert scale, categorized as weak, 
moderate, or strong,

	B Family Structure – Two items on parental status and current 
household were assessed. From these, “family complete-
ness” (intact vs. non-intact) and a combined “family attach-
ment” variable were created,

	B Parental Substance Use – Questions on smoking and alcohol 
consumption and

	B Conflicts – Frequency of conflicts with mother/father and 
frequency of interparental conflicts.

3.4  STATISTICAL ANALYSES

Data were collected using the paper-and-pencil method and 
manually entered into Microsoft Excel for Mac (version 16.77), 
where preliminary cleaning was performed. Further data prepa-
ration and statistical analyses were conducted in R (version 
4.2.1) within RStudio (version 2023.09.0+463). Data handling 
combined base R functions with specialized packages, including 
knitr (Xie, 2022), kableExtra (Zhu, 2021), dplyr (Wickham et 
al., 2023), ggplot2 (Wickham, 2016), and ggpubr (Kassambara, 
2023). Missing data were imputed using mice (van Buuren & 
Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 2011). Internal reliability (Cronbach’s 
alpha) was computed with psych (Revelle, 2023).

For statistical testing, we applied ANOVA, Kruskal-Wallis 
ANOVA, Spearman’s test, Mann-Whitney U test, linear regres-
sion, and correlation analysis. Correlations were tested with 
the cor.test function, while group differences were examined 
using the wilcox.test function, both from the base stats package 
(R Core Team, 2022). To model relationships, linear regression 
from stats was combined with emmeans (Lenth, 2023) to de-
scribe mean values across categories. For descriptive statistics, 
we used Rmisc (Hope, 2022), and for regression visualization, 
car (Fox & Weisberg, 2019).

 B 4  RESULTS

(1) Is there an association between family structure and 
adolescent risk behavior?

To examine the link between family structure and adolescent 
risk behavior, we conducted a Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA comparing 
responses on parental marital status and current household com-
position with the total VRCHA risk score (N=612; see Table 1).

Results show that family structure significantly affects risk be-
havior (p < 0.001). Adolescents whose biological parents live 
together had the lowest median score (5), identical to those 
currently living with both parents. Higher median scores were 
observed in all other groups: divorced parents (6), parents never 
living together (7.5). The highest risk was found among adoles-
cents who lost or did not know a parent.

Parental divorce was linked to elevated risk behavior. Regardless of 
whether their parents divorced before or after the student turned 
six, 50% scored above 6 (Dunn post hoc: Z = –3.803, p < 0.001; 
Z = – 2.697, p < 0.007), though the difference between the two 
divorce timings was nonsignificant (median = 6; p < 0.380).

Household composition also correlated with risk behavior 
(p < 0.001). The lowest median was again among adolescents 
living with both parents (5). Those living with one parent 
showed significantly higher scores (with mother: p < 0.001; 
with father: p < 0.006 ). No differences in median were found 
between subgroups of single-parent households, nor between 
joint custody (6) and intact families (5; p < 0.129).

median values of overall risk scores ARQ Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA

My biological 
parents...

Live 
together

Divorced 
before I 
was 6

Divorced 
after I was 

6

Never lived 
together

I don't 
know both 

parents

One of my 
parents 

died

H (df) p

5 6 6 7.5 8.5 8 23,650 (5) <0,001

Currently I 
live in one 

household...

With both 
biological 
parents

With my 
biological 

mother

With my 
biological 

father

Without 
parents

Alternating 
custory

- H (df) p

5 6 7 7 6 - 25,521 (4) <0,001

Table 1 | Is there a correlation between family structure and risk score?
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(2) Are adolescents from non-intact families, or those living 
with only one parent but maintaining a strong relationship 
with them, more resilient to risk behavior?

Out of 582 respondents, 60.5% came from intact families, where 
the most common pattern was moderately strong attachment 
to both parents (56.3%). A similar trend appeared in non-in-
tact families (39.5%), with 49.1% reporting moderately strong 
attachment.

Statistical tests showed significant differences between intact 
and non-intact families in total risk behavior and in the sub-
stance abuse and delinquency subscales, while bullying differed 
at the 10% level. Across all scales, adolescents from non-intact 
families reported higher scores. In the substance abuse subscale, 
for instance, 39% of intact-family adolescents scored above their 
non-intact peers (U = 36,062; Z = –4.641; Z = –3.803; p < 0.001; 
Z = – 2.697, p < 0.001; AUC = 0.39; see Table 2).

Risk behavior was further analyzed using the combined factor 
of family completeness and attachment strength. The Kruskal-
Wallis ANOVA confirmed significant differences (H = 73.281 (16 
); p < 0.001). The lowest median risk scores were among adoles-
cents with strong attachment to both parents, regardless of family 
type (intact: 3.5; non-intact: 3.0). By contrast, weak attachment to 
both parents yielded the highest medians (intact: 8.5; non-intact: 
6.0), though the difference between these groups was nonsignifi-
cant (Z=0.737; p < 0.129). The strongest contrast appeared within 
intact families: adolescents strongly attached to both parents 
scored significantly lower than those weakly attached (median 
difference = 5; Z = – 4.930; p < 0.001; Figure 2). 

(3) Is there a relationship between parental substance use 
and adolescent substance use? Do adolescents whose par-
ents regularly consume alcohol or smoke engage in these 
behaviors more frequently than those whose parents do not 
have addictive tendencies?

median score Mann-Whitney test

intact non-intact U Z p AUC

Overall score 5 6 36413 -4.441 <0,001 0.40

Substance abuse 2 3 36062 -4.641 <0,001 0.39

Deliquency 2 2 39843 -2.889 0.004 0.43

Bullying 0 1 42341 -1.850 0.064 0.46

Table 2 | Are adolescents from broken families, or those living with only one parent but having a good relationship with their parents, more resilient to 
risky behavior?
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Two Kruskal–Wallis ANOVA tests were conducted on data 
from 558 respondents, examining parental smoking and al-
cohol consumption (Table 3). Parental smoking showed a sig-
nificant effect: adolescents whose parents did not smoke had 
median substance use scores twice as low as those whose 
parents both smoked. Parental alcohol consumption how-
ever did not reach statistical significance. Still, adolescents 
from households with almost daily alcohol use showed higher 
median scores compared to those where alcohol was nev-
er consumed, with the difference approaching significance  
(Z = – 1.849; p = 0.065).

(4) Does one gender exhibit greater susceptibility to the 
influence of family environment? That is, do boys from dys-
functional families exhibit higher or lower risk behavior 
compared to girls from similar family backgrounds?

A linear regression model was constructed with the total VRCHA 
risk score as the dependent variable and family-related factors 
(attachment to mother and father, family completeness, con-
flicts, gender) as predictors (Model 1). To test whether gender 
had an independent effect, a second model excluded gender 
(Model 2). Both models were compared using ANOVA on data 
from 573 respondents (Table 4). The results showed no dif-
ference between models (p = 0.962 ); R2  and R2

adj values were 
nearly identical. Thus, gender does not independently affect 
adolescent risk behaviour. Under comparable family conditions, 
boys and girls display the same levels of risk behaviour.

 B 5  DISCUSSION

The primary aim of this study was to examine the impact of 
family background on the development of risk behavior during 
adolescence. Family background was defined using with the 
strength of attachment to parents and additional family-related 
factors such as family structure, parental nicotine and alcohol 
use, and the presence of conflicts within the household.

A total of 621 students completed the questionnaire; seven with 
excessive missing data were excluded, leaving 614 respondents. 
Among these, a small number of non-intact questionnaires re-
mained, yet they contained only minor missing data, which were 
addressed using statistical imputation techniques. Although stu-
dents were instructed to answer all questions, some items were 
left blank. Immediate checking of responses was impractical 
due to the length of the 16-page battery and the large number 
of simultaneous submissions, and it might have compromised 
participant trust.

The first research question confirmed that family structure sig-
nificantly influences adolescent risk behavior. Median scores 
were higher among respondents whose parents were divorced 
or never lived together compared with intact families. Most ado-
lescents from divorced families lived with their mother, fewer in 
shared custody, and the least with their father, with comparable 
risk scores across these groups. A clear difference emerged 
between adolescents living with one versus both parents, while 
no difference was found between shared custody and intact 
families. The highest risk was observed among adolescents 
who had lost or never known a parent, though numbers were 
too small for firm conclusions.

These findings align with Brown and Rinelli (2010), who showed 
that adolescents in two-parent married families had the lowest 
rates of smoking (24%) and drinking (43%), while stepfamilies 
and single-mother households reported higher levels. Hasan 
(2012) similarly found that children from non-intact families 
were more likely to engage in theft, gambling, and cannabis use. 
Wallerstein and Lewis (2004) noted increased early sexual ac-
tivity among girls from divorced families, often linked to alcohol 
or drug use. Amato (2005) demonstrates that children raised by 
two married parents are less likely to experience a wide range 
of cognitive, emotional, and social problems, both in childhood 
and adulthood. Ryan et al. (2010), however, show that consistent 
parental control and support are associated with lower adoles-
cent alcohol use, regardless of family structure.

median ARQ Abuse score Kruskal - Wallis ANOVA

Smoking Only mother 
smokes

Only father 
smokes

Both parents 
smoke

Neither of them 
smokes

H (df) p

3 3 4 2 31,091 (3) <0,001

Alcohol use at 
home

almost never when visitors 
come

only on 
weekends

almost daily H (df) p

2 2 3 3 4,161 (3) 0.245

Table 3 | Is there a relationship between parents’ substance use and their children’s substance use during adolescence?

model statistics ANOVA

p R2 Radj Res Df. RSS Df SS F p

Model 1 <0,001*** 0.168 0.145 546.000 5113.580

Model 2 <0,001*** 0.168 0.146 545.000 5113.559 1 0.021 0.002 0.962

Table 4 | Is one gender more susceptible to the influence of the family environment?
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Unexpectedly, Mihić et al. (2022) reported no link between 
family communication and adolescent risk behavior, and even 
a positive correlation between family satisfaction and gambling 
among boys – possibly reflecting the influence of permissive 
parenting styles.

The second research question examined whether adolescents 
from non-intact families are automatically more prone to risk 
behavior or whether attachment quality plays a decisive role. 
Significant differences were found between intact and non-intact 
families in total risk, substance abuse, and delinquency, with 
bullying significant only at a lower level. The protective effect 
of intact families was strongest in substance abuse, where only 
39% scored above peers from non-intact families (see Table 2).

When family completeness was combined with parental at-
tachment, the relationship became even clearer (see Figure 2). 
The lowest median scores were recorded among adolescents 
strongly attached to both parents, regardless of family type. 
Weak attachment produced much higher risk scores, especially 
within intact families, where the gap between strong and weak 
attachment reached five points. These findings indicate that 
family dissolution does not necessarily lead to risk behavior; 
rather, strong parental attachment is the key protective factor. 
Attachment to both parents plays a crucial role, as all other com-
binations are linked to higher tendencies towards risk behavior.

Ledoux et al. (2002) found that adolescents from non-intact 
families were more likely to use alcohol, tobacco, or drugs, but 
parental divorce had little impact if supportive parent-child re-
lationships were maintained. Similarly, Hasan (2012) reported 
that weak parental attachment increases risk behavior, while 
strong attachment protects against it. In contrast, Harris (1995) 
argued that parental influence is often overestimated and that 
peer groups play a stronger role in adolescent risk-taking.

Our results from third research question align with Novotný and 
Okrajek (2012), who also reported that parental smoking sig-
nificantly increases adolescent risk behavior, whereas parental 
alcohol consumption was less influential. By contrast, Kandel et 
al. (2015) reported associations with both smoking and drink-
ing. Our finding of a strong effect of parental smoking is also 
consistent with multiple recent studies: a large cross‑sectional 
survey in Brazil found that adolescents whose mothers or fa-
thers smoked were about 2.0 and 2.5 times more likely to smoke 
themselves (Andrade et al., 2017); an analysis of Global Youth 
Tobacco Survey data from eight European countries report-
ed that paternal smoking predicted higher smoking frequency 
among boys, while maternal smoking increased smoking fre-
quency among girls (Dadras & Abio, 2025); and a Chinese study 
showed that mother smoking predicted adolescent smoking for 

both sexes, father smoking influenced boys (Liu et al., 2025). 
Our non‑significant findings regarding alcohol correspond with 
a U.S. survey that showed adolescents whose parents drank 
frequently (≥ 5 days/month) or binge‑drank had significantly 
higher odds of drinking than those whose parents did not drink 
or binge‑drink (Bohm & Esser, 2023). 

Taken together, the evidence suggests that parental smoking 
is a robust predictor of adolescent substance use, while pa-
rental drinking effects may depend on consumption patterns 
and cultural context. Our results contribute to this literature by 
highlighting that parental smoking remains a potent risk factor 
even after accounting for family structure and other variables, 
whereas the influence of parental alcohol use appears weaker 
unless consumption is frequent or heavy.

In the fourth research question, we aimed to determine whether 
one gender is more resistant to dysfunctional family conditions 
during upbringing. Our findings indicate that a dysfunctional 
family environment affects both girls and boys equally, leading 
to comparable levels of risk behavior (Table 4). A large HBSC 
analysis across 36 countries showed that difficulty in talking to 
parents and low family support were associated with alcohol, 
tobacco, e‑cigarette and cannabis use in both boys and girls, with 
effects somewhat stronger for girls (Dimitrova & Zaborskis, 2025).

One of the most positive findings of our study is that even in 
families affected by separation or divorce, it is possible to estab-
lish and maintain a strong parent-child bond. This bond serves 
as a powerful protective factor against the development of risk 
behavior during adolescence. Fortunately, parental separation 
does not necessarily result in the loss of parental involvement. 
Many parents, despite separation, make concerted efforts to 
continue providing their children with the most essential ele-
ments for their well-being—love and understanding.

5.1  LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Despite its contributions, our study has several limitations. 
Although our research plan aimed to gather data from second-
ary schools across all regions of the Czech Republic, logistical 
challenges and the sensitive nature of the study topics meant 
we were unable to recruit schools in several regions. As a result, 
our sample is not perfectly representative of the national stu-
dent population, although it does meet our planned minimum 
size. The data came from 11 schools across 10 regions, with no 
coverage of south‑eastern regions and based on a convenience 
sample. Also, the sample was uneven, with 91.4% of respond-
ents from vocational secondary schools, limiting generalizabil-
ity to apprenticeship and grammar schools. Some subgroups, 
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such as adolescents who did not know their biological parents, 
were too small for firm conclusions. Socioeconomic status was 
not assessed, though it may strongly influence family relations 
and risk behavior. Finally, the cross-sectional design precludes 
causal conclusions; for example, whether conflicts cause or re-
sult from risk behavior cannot be determined. Future research 
should aim to recruit comparable numbers of students from 
grammar schools, secondary technical schools and vocational 
programmes across all regions and to employ stratified random 
sampling to enhance generalizability.

An additional methodological consideration concerns the mod-
ifications applied to the IPPA questionnaire, which were guided 
by both theoretical and practical considerations. Distinguishing 
between attachment to mother and father allowed a more nu-
anced analysis of parental relationships, which is consistent 
with contemporary attachment research and the logic of the 
revised IPPA-R. The simplified three-point scale was intended 
to reduce cognitive load and increase response reliability in 
adolescent respondents, particularly given the overall length of 
the questionnaire battery. Nevertheless, these adaptations limit 
direct numerical comparability with studies using the original 
IPPA, and the results should therefore be interpreted primarily 
in terms of relative patterns and associations rather than abso-
lute score equivalence.

Future research should address these issues through more bal-
anced samples and inclusion of socioeconomic factors, as well 
as by examining protective influences among adolescents from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Broader perspectives, including 
those of parents and siblings, could enrich understanding of 
family dynamics. In addition to quantitative surveys, qualitative 
methods such as in-depth interviews and observational studies 
could provide valuable insights into family communication, con-
flict management, and resilience-building strategies.

 B 6  CONCLUSIONS

This study confirmed the crucial role of parent-adolescent re-
lationship quality in preventing risk behavior, demonstrating 
that this factor is more significant than family structure itself. 
Adolescents from non-intact families who maintained a strong 
bond with both parents exhibited comparably low levels of risk 
behavior to their peers from intact families. The lowest levels 
of risk behavior were observed among adolescents with strong 
parental attachment, regardless of family structure, under-
scoring the importance of family relationships over the formal 
structure of the family.

An intriguing finding was that while parental smoking signifi-
cantly increased the likelihood of substance abuse among ad-
olescents, the effect of parental alcohol consumption was not 
confirmed. Surprisingly, gender did not play a role in the extent 
of risk behavior in relation to family conditions, suggesting that 
a dysfunctional family environment has equally detrimental 
effects on both boys and girls.

These findings have important practical implications for par-
ents, educators, and professionals working with families. They 

suggest that maintaining a high-quality relationship with an 
adolescent serves as a key protective factor, even in cases where 
the family is not intact. From a practical perspective, interven-
tions should focus on strengthening parent-child bonds (ideally 
from early childhood), minimizing family conflicts, and support-
ing non-intact families in maintaining strong and meaningful 
relationships between children and their parents.
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