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ABSTRACT

 

Aims

 

To determine which alcohol-specific socialization practices are related
to adolescents’ alcohol use, and to investigate whether parents differ in their
alcohol-specific socialization towards their children.

 

Design

 

In a sample of  428 families, both parents and two adolescents (aged
13–16 years) completed a questionnaire at home about alcohol-specific parent-
ing and their own alcohol use. Based on the reports of  each family member,
three different models of  alcohol-specific socialization were formulated: from
the perspective of  the siblings, the mother and the father.

 

Findings

 

Results of  structural equation modelling generally showed the same
associations between alcohol-specific socialization and drinking of  younger and
older adolescents. The strongest association was found for providing alcohol-
specific rules. Applying strict rules about alcohol use was negatively related to
adolescents’ alcohol use; this was also the case for having confidence in the
effectiveness of  alcohol-specific socialization. Unexpectedly, frequency of  com-
munication about alcohol issues was positively associated with alcohol con-
sumption of  adolescents.

 

Conclusions

 

This study is one of  the first to examine associations between
alcohol-specific socialization and adolescents’ drinking using a between- and a
within-family design. Results showed strong associations between alcohol-
specific socialization (particularly of  enforcing rules) and adolescent alcohol
use. Although parents strongly differentiated their socialization practices
between children, no differences in associations between alcohol-specific social-
ization and drinking were found between older and younger adolescents.

 

KEYWORDS

 

Adolescents, alcohol-specific socialization, alcohol use,
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INTRODUCTION

 

It is well established that parents affect the development
of  adolescents’ drinking behaviour in various ways. First,
several studies have demonstrated that to some extent
youngsters imitate the alcohol consumption of  their par-
ents, especially the consumption of  fathers (e.g. Ennett &
Bauman 1991; Zhang, Welte & Wieczorek 1999; Beal,
Ausiello & Perrinn 2001; Yu 2003). For instance, Yu
(2003) demonstrated that exposure to parental alcohol

use affected adolescents’ initiation of  drinking at a
younger age and led to higher alcohol consumption of
youngsters. Furthermore, Zhang 

 

et al

 

. (1999) showed
that male adolescents in particular imitate the drinking
of  their fathers.

 

General parenting practices

 

Secondly, parents might influence their offspring’s
alcohol involvement by the way they raise them. For
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example, parental control is reported to be related to
adolescents’ alcohol use (e.g. Stice & Barrera 1995). Sev-
eral cross-sectional and longitudinal research studies
have demonstrated that parental monitoring is associ-
ated with less heavy drinking among adolescents (Bar-
nes & Farrell 1992; Barnes 

 

et al.

 

 2000; Wood 

 

et al.

 

2004). Moreover, Engels & Van der Vorst (2003) indi-
cated that harsh discipline as well as providing rules
reduces the likelihood of  youngsters’ drunkenness.
According to Beal 

 

et al

 

. (2001) parents could control
their adolescents’ alcohol use by expressing their disap-
proval of  health risk behaviours. Further, parental sup-
port or nurturance seemed to have a preventive effect on
adolescents’ alcohol consumption (Barnes & Farrell
1992; Stice & Barrera 1995; Engels & Van der Vorst
2003). Barnes & Farrell (1992) stressed that adolescents
are less likely to drink regularly when they feel valued,
accepted and loved.

 

Alcohol-specific socialization

 

However, these studies do not explain how parents actu-
ally deal with the drinking behaviour of  their offspring,
so-called alcohol-specific socialization (e.g. setting rules
about alcohol use, expressing disapproval of  drinking or
talking about alcohol use). Only a few studies have
explored alcohol-specific socialization. Wood 

 

et al

 

.
(2004) showed that late adolescents drank less alcohol if
their parents disapproved of  drinking behaviour. Parental
permissiveness towards adolescents’ alcohol use, on the
other hand, encouraged youngsters to consume alcohol.
In line with this finding, Yu (2003) observed that being
strict about children’s alcohol use at home prevented
heavy drinking of  youngsters. Jackson, Hendriksen &
Dickinson (1999) found that children in the fifth grade
who were permitted to have alcohol of  their own at home
were more likely to have drunk 2 years later. In another
study, Jackson (2002) pointed out that it is important
that adolescents consider parental authority to be legiti-
mate. Adolescents who did not acknowledge the author-
ity of  their parents were nearly four times as likely to
consume alcohol compared to adolescents who did.
Thus, if  adolescents think that their parents are not effec-
tive in their efforts to raise them, parental efforts will
rarely lead to lower levels of  drinking in youths. Another
strategy that parents might use to deal with adolescents’
alcohol consumption is communicating about alcohol.
According to Ennett 

 

et al.

 

 (2001), parents talk more
often with their offspring about alcohol use if  both par-
ents are non-users than if  one or both of  the parents
drink. However, in both using and non-using parents,
frequency of  communication on alcohol matters was not
related to adolescents’ alcohol use (see also Jackson 

 

et al

 

.
1999).

 

Directions for new research

 

Although the role of  parental socialization efforts in ado-
lescents’ alcohol use has received some attention in the
past decade, several issues remain unresolved. First, in
almost all studies analyses focused on differences
between families rather than observing differences
within families. For example, siblings might differ in their
responses to alcohol-specific socialization practices and
in their drinking behaviour. In a recent review, Darling &
Cumsille (2003) stressed the importance of  within-family
differences in research on the development of  adoles-
cents’ substance use. Translated to the topic of  adolescent
drinking, parents might be less restrictive regarding
drinking of  older adolescents than of  younger adoles-
cents. This, in turn, might have differential effects on the
drinking behaviour of  siblings.

Secondly, family members probably experience
alcohol-specific socialization practices differently. For
instance, adolescents may think that their parents are
permissive regarding drinking whereas their parents may
think that they impose strict rules. In turn, these differ-
ences in perceptions might be reflected in actual alcohol
use of  youth. It is therefore relevant to acquire the per-
ceptions of  each member of  a family instead of  just one
(see also Engels 

 

et al.

 

 2001 for a discussion on the rele-
vance of  taking perceptions of  different family members
into account).

Thirdly, some studies used one or two items to mea-
sure alcohol-specific socialization practices. To improve
the reliability of  assessment, it would be better to include
measurements with more items. Finally, most studies
investigated the role of  parental drinking in adolescents’
alcohol use 

 

or

 

 the influence of  parenting practices.
Because parental drinking status is related to alcohol-
specific socialization (Yu 2003), it is preferable to assess
multivariate effects of  parental drinking and socialization
efforts.

 

The current study

 

In the current study the associations between alcohol-
specific socialization and adolescents’ alcohol consump-
tion were examined by gathering data from the father, the
mother and two adolescents in the same family. This
enabled us to compare the perceptions of  each family
member on alcohol-specific socialization within a family.
In addition, we explored whether parents treat their chil-
dren differently with regard to alcohol-specific socializa-
tion and whether the associations between parental
drinking and alcohol-specific socialization, on one hand,
and adolescent drinking, on the other hand, differed for
the two adolescents in the same family. Finally, we inves-
tigated whether alcohol-specific socialization practices
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towards one adolescent affected the drinking behaviour
of  the  other,  the  so-called  ‘cross-associations’ (Feinberg

 

et al.

 

 2000). For example, when parents talk intensively
about the effects of  drinking with the older adolescent,
the younger sibling might notice these conversations and
consequently this might affect the drinking of  the
younger sibling.

 

METHOD

 

Participants and procedure

 

Data for this study were collected as part of  a broader lon-
gitudinal survey called ‘Family and Health’, which exam-
ined different socialization processes underlying various
health behaviours in adolescence. A sample of  Dutch
families with at least two children aged 13–16 years were
asked (by mail) to participate in the study. The addresses
of  these families were derived from registers of  22 munic-
ipalities in the Netherlands including approximately
5400 families; 885 of  the families approached agreed to
participate by returning the included response form.
These families were then contacted by telephone to estab-
lish whether they fulfilled all the entry criteria, i.e. the
parents had to be married or living together, and the
youngsters and their parents should be related biologi-
cally. Families with twins or with offspring who had men-
tal or physical disabilities were excluded from the study. In
total 765 families fulfilled all entry criteria. Because our
aim was an equal division of  education and an equal
amount of  sibling dyads (i.e. boy–boy, boy–girl, girl–girl,
girl–boy), a further selection was made. Finally, a total of
428 Dutch families took part in this longitudinal
research project. Only the data of  the first wave are cur-
rently available.

Participants were interviewed at home in the presence
of  a trained interviewer. All four family members com-
pleted an extensive questionnaire individually, which
took about 2 hours to complete. The respondents were
not allowed to discuss the questions or answers with each
other. Each family received 30 euros (US $39) after all
four family members had completed the questionnaire.
At the end of  the project five travel cheques of  1000 euros
(US $1300) will be raffled between the families who par-
ticipated in all three waves of  the study.

Each family consisted of  both biological parents and
two adolescent children; 95% of  the participants were of
Dutch origin and the remaining 5% were born in other
West European countries, such as Germany and Belgium,
or in Indonesia. The mean age of  the older siblings was
15.22 years (SD 

 

=

 

 0.60; range 14–17 years), and that of
the younger siblings was 13.36 years (SD 

 

=

 

 0.50; range
13–15 years). Fathers had a mean age of  46 years

(SD 

 

=

 

 4.00) and mothers of  44 years (SD 

 

=

 

 3.57). Con-
cerning religious affiliation, 55% of  the parents were
Catholic, 20% were Protestant and 25% of  the parents
said they were not religious. Of  the siblings, 52.8% of  the
older adolescents were boys and 47.2% girls, whereas of
the younger adolescents 47.7% were boys and 52.3%
girls. About one-third of  both siblings followed special or
low education, one-third followed an intermediate gen-
eral education, and the remainder followed the highest
level of  secondary school in the Netherlands (i.e. prepa-
ratory college and university education).

 

Measures

 

Alcohol consumption

 

Each of  the four family members was asked about the fre-
quency of  their alcohol use in the past 4 weeks. The par-
ticipants responded on a six-point scale ranging from 1
(‘have not been drinking’) to 6 (‘every day’) (Engels &
Knibbe 2000). The intensity of  drinking was assessed by
asking about the number of  glasses of  alcohol the respon-
dents had been drinking during the previous week during
weekdays and at weekends, both at home and outside the
home (Engels, Knibbe & Drop 1999). The scores on these
four questions were summed to obtain an indication of
the total number of  glasses consumed by each family
member in the past week.

 

Alcohol-specific socialization practices

 

Described below are the scales used to measure parental
alcohol-specific socialization practices. Both parents and
the two adolescents completed all scales. The adoles-
cents were asked to complete the scales on parental
communication and reactions for both parents indepen-
dently. However, because the questions about rules on
alcohol and parental confidence were asked for the par-
ents together, we summed the scores of  the adolescents
concerning the communication and the two reaction
scales.

 

Communication about alcohol

 

We used the alcohol communication measure of  Ennett

 

et al

 

. (2001), which assesses the following eight specific
domains of  communication on alcohol matters: negative
consequences of  use, how to resist peer pressure to use,
encouragement to choose friends who do not use, media
portrayal of  use, encouragement not to use, telling the
adolescent not to use, rules about use and discipline. The
family members were asked how many times each parent
had talked about these specific areas of  alcohol consump-
tion with the adolescent in the last 12 months. Response
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categories ranged from 1 (‘never’) to 5 (‘very often’). The
items had a high internal consistency: 0.80 (fathers
about older adolescents; FO), 0.83 (fathers about
younger adolescents; FY), 0.78 (mothers about older
adolescents; MO), 0.82 (mothers about younger adoles-
cents; MY), 0.92 (older adolescents about parents; OP),
0.90 (younger adolescents about parents; YP).

 

Reactions to adolescents’ drunkenness

 

The participants were asked how the parents would react
if  their child came home drunk (eight items). The partic-
ipants had to decide for themselves what ‘drunkenness’
would be. This might be, for instance, ‘being drunk’ or
‘under the influence’. We realize that strong cultural and
societal differences are apparent on the definition of
drunkenness. Response categories ranged from 1 (‘not
applicable at all) to 6 (‘completely applicable’). Factor
analyses on these eight items revealed two distinct fac-
tors: negative reactions (e.g. ‘I become very angry; I show
him/her that I am disappointed’) and neglecting reac-
tions (e.g. ‘It is fine with me; I do not bother’). The inter-
nal reliability of  the negative reactions scale was 0.73
(FO), 0.72 (FY), 0.73 (MO), 0.74 (MY), 0.87 (OP) and
0.84 (YP). The internal reliability of  the neglecting reac-
tions scale was 0.69 (FO), 0.65 (FY), 0.68 (MO), 0.54
(MY), 0.89 (OP) and 0.83 (YP).

 

Rules about alcohol

 

We developed a 10-item scale to measure the degree to
which parents permit their children to consume alcohol
in various situations, such as ‘drinking in the absence of
parents at home’ or ‘coming home drunk’. Higher scores
indicate stricter rules about alcohol consumption.
Response categories ranged from 1 (‘completely appli-
cable’) to 5 (‘not applicable at all’). The internal consis-
tency of  this scale was high, with Cronbach’s alphas of
0.90 (FO), 0.88 (FY), 0.89 (MO), 0.86 (MY), 0.91 (OP)
and 0.92 (YP).

 

Confidence

 

Engels & Willemsen (2004) developed a four-item ques-
tionnaire which assesses the level of  confidence a family
member has in the actions of  parents to prevent adoles-
cents from smoking. These items were rewritten for ado-
lescents’ alcohol use, for instance: ‘Do you think your
parents can stop you from becoming drunk?’ and ‘Would
you accept your parents’ suggestions about not drinking
too much?’. The scale consists of  five response categories
ranging from 1 (‘definitely not’) to 5 (‘definitely’). The
internal reliability was 0.70 (FO), 0.76 (FY), 0.74 (MO),
0.82 (MY), 0.82 (OP) and 0.82 (YP).

 

Strategy of  analysis

 

First, descriptive analyses were conducted on the alcohol
consumption variables (intensity and frequency) to
examine possible differences between drinking behav-
iours of  the family members. Secondly, paired 

 

t

 

-tests were
used to compare the responses of  the family members on
each alcohol-specific socialization practice. We compared
the perception of  the fathers concerning the older adoles-
cents with the perception of  the mothers concerning the
older adolescents, and with the perception of  the older
adolescents themselves concerning the parents. The
same was conducted for the younger adolescents (see
Harakeh 

 

et al.

 

 2005). Further, we compared the
responses of  both adolescent groups to acquire insight
into possible differences in parental treatment towards
their children with regard to alcohol consumption.
Thirdly, to investigate relations between alcohol-specific
socialization, parental drinking and adolescents’ alcohol
use, three phases of  structural modelling were distin-
guished, each containing three models (AMOS 5.0;
Arbuckle 2003). The fit of  the models was measured by
the following global fit indexes: 

 

c

 

2

 

, GFI (goodness-of-fit
index), NFI (Bentler–Bonnett index), AGFI (adjusted
goodness-of-fit index) and RMSEA (root mean square
error of  approximation).

As presented in Fig. 1, each latent variable of  alcohol
consumption in the model was assessed by two manifest
variables, namely frequency and intensity of  drinking. A
covariance matrix was used as input. Drinking patterns
of  the older and younger adolescents were the endoge-
nous variables. Exogenous variables were the alcohol use
of  the mother and the father, and the alcohol-specific
socialization practices. In the first phase of  analysis we
tested the initial model as depicted in Fig. 1. In this model,
the associations between alcohol-specific socialization of
younger adolescents and the alcohol use of  older adoles-
cents were zero, and the same held for the associations
between older adolescents’ alcohol-specific socialization
and the alcohol use of  younger adolescents. The correla-
tions between the exogenous variables (two latent and 10
manifest) were estimated. Thus, it was assumed that
opinions about alcohol-specific socialization (between-
and within-adolescents) are interrelated. Because drink-
ing patterns of  the older and the younger adolescents
were not independent, the error terms of  the latent vari-
ables assessing alcohol use were correlated.

The first model is based on the perceptions of  the ado-
lescents on alcohol-specific socialization. In this model
alcohol use is based on self-reports of  each particular
family member (see Fig. 1). For both parents separately
we developed two models which are, conceptually, the
same as the model of  the adolescents, but one is based on
the perceptions of  the mothers on alcohol-specific social-
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ization and the other on the perceptions of  the fathers on
alcohol-specific socialization. Note that in these two
models alcohol consumption is also based on self-reports
of  each family member.

In the second phase of  analysis the cross-associations
were introduced and tested. Thus, 10 additional associa-
tions were included: the five regressions of  the alcohol-
specific socialization scales of  the younger adolescents on
the alcohol use of  the older ones and the five regressions
of  the alcohol-specific socialization scales of  the older ado-
lescents on the alcohol use of  the younger adolescents.
All non-significant associations were removed. We
conducted this cross-associations analysis in the three
models separately.

In the third phase of  analysis we tested whether the
associations of  the alcohol-specific socialization scales on
adolescents’ alcohol use can be considered to be the same
for older and younger adolescents. We measured only the
associations, which appeared to be significant for the
older adolescents as well as the younger adolescents in
the first phase of  analysis. This hypothesis is measured by

constraining the same associations to be equal and cal-
culating the 

 

c

 

2

 

 of  this constrained model. If  

 

c

 

2

 

 increases
significantly, one or more associations are significantly
different between the older and the younger adolescents.
Again, this analysis was performed for the three models.

 

RESULTS

 

Descriptives on alcohol consumption

 

Of  all family members, fathers drank the most alcoholic
beverages in the past week. The amount of  alcohol con-
sumed ranged from 0 to 85 glasses, with a mean of  13.5
glasses (SD 

 

=

 

 12.86). Mothers consumed on average 6.2
glasses a week (SD 

 

=

 

 7.24; range 0–54 glasses). The older
adolescents consumed about 4.4 glasses a week
(SD 

 

=

 

 6.81; range 0–51 glasses). Finally, the younger
adolescents drank the least of  the four family members
(

 

t

 

(417)

 

 

 

=

 

 9.30, 

 

P

 

 

 

=

 

 0.000, indicating the differences in con-
sumption between siblings), on average 1.2 glasses a

 

Figure 1

 

Conceptual model of the adolescents’ responses
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week (SD 

 

=

 

 3.41; range 0–36 glasses). Fathers consumed
alcohol on average 3–4 days a week (M 

 

=

 

 3.69;
SD 

 

=

 

 12.86) and mothers 1–2 days a week (M 

 

=

 

 3.08;
SD 

 

=

 

 1.69). Further, the older siblings drank on average
(M 

 

=

 

 2.15; SD 

 

=

 

 0.95) more often than the younger ones
(M 

 

=

 

 1.56; SD 

 

=

 

 0.75; 

 

t

 

(424)

 

 

 

=

 

 11.85, 

 

P

 

 

 

=

 

 0.001).

 

Paired 

 

t

 

-tests on alcohol-specific socialization practices

 

Comparison of  the responses of  both parents and the older
adolescents (Table 1) revealed strong differences in per-
ceptions of  alcohol-specific socialization practices. Both
parents thought that they communicated about alcohol
more often than the older adolescents thought they did.
Parents also believed that they imposed stricter rules than
the adolescents perceived them to do. On the other hand,
the older adolescents experienced more neglecting reac-
tions when they came home drunk than both parents, as
well as more negative reactions than the fathers. With
regard to parental confidence, the family members pro-
vided more homogeneous answers, although the fathers
had significantly more confidence in the effect of  their
parenting practices than did the adolescents.

When comparing responses of  both parents and the
younger adolescents (Table 1), the findings were similar
to that of  the older adolescents. Both parents thought
that they communicated about alcohol matters more
often with their child, and reported to be less permissive
with regard to alcohol use than the adolescents thought
they did. Similar to their older siblings, the younger ado-
lescents reported more neglecting reactions when they
came home drunk as well as more negative reactions
than both parents did. Only mothers and the younger
adolescents differed significantly concerning confidence.
The adolescents had more confidence in the effect of

alcohol-specific socialization practices than their moth-
ers had.

Responses of  both adolescents to the various alcohol
socialization practices were also compared. According to
the siblings, parents treated them differently, except with
regard to communication about alcohol. The younger
adolescents reported more negative reactions when they
came home drunk, had stricter rules imposed and had
more confidence in the preventive effect of  the parenting
practices than the older adolescents. In addition, the
younger adolescents perceived less neglecting reactions
when being drunk than the older adolescents.

 

Correlations between model variables

 

In general, the alcohol-specific socialization practices
were marginally to moderately interrelated in the model
of  the adolescents. The highest association was found
between negative and neglecting reactions on drunken-
ness of  the older adolescents (

 

r

 

(428)

 

 

 

=

 

 0.489; Table 2). Con-
cerning the correlations between alcohol-specific
socialization practices and frequency and intensity of
adolescents’ alcohol consumption, the strongest associa-
tions were found between parental rules and adolescents’
drinking, and between having confidence and adoles-
cents’ drinking. Alcohol use of  both parents was more
strongly interrelated (

 

r

 

(428)

 

 

 

=

 

 0.345 for frequency of
drinking; 

 

r

 

(428)

 

 

 

=

 

 0.495 for intensity of  drinking), than
that of  the adolescents (

 

r

 

(428)

 

 

 

=

 

 0.217; 

 

r

 

(428)

 

 

 

=

 

 0.292).
Alcohol use of  the parents was marginally related to alco-
hol use of  both adolescents.

In the fathers’ and mothers’ models the correlations
were generally in line with those mentioned above
(Table 3), with some exceptions. First, rules about alcohol
use seemed to correlate less strongly with frequency of

 

Table 1

 

Comparison of  reports on alcohol socialization practices by the adolescents, the mothers and the fathers (paired 

 

t

 

-tests).

 

 

Adolescent-Parents Mother-Adolescent Father-Adolescent

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

 

Older adolescent
Communication 1.69

 

a

 

(0.61) 2.24

 

b

 

(0.66) 2.14 (0.68)
Negative reactions 2.84

 

a

 

(0.98) 2.73

 

a,b

 

(0.95) 2.71

 

b

 

(0.92)
Neglective reactions 1.76

 

a

 

(0.74) 1.34

 

b

 

(0.59) 1.48

 

c

 

(0.67)
Rules 3.26

 

a

 

(0.94) 4.16

 

b

 

(0.67) 4.12

 

b

 

(0.70)
Confidence 3.19

 

a

 

(0.87) 3.27

 

a,b

 

(0.61) 3.30

 

b

 

(0.63)

Younger adolescent
Communication 1.75

 

a

 

(0.67) 2.16

 

b

 

(0.73) 2.04

 

c

 

(0.70)
Negative reactions 2.99

 

a

 

(0.91) 2.81

 

b

 

(0.99) 2.75

 

b

 

(0.96)
Neglective reactions 1.63

 

a

 

(0.65) 1.22

 

b

 

(0.47) 1.32

 

c

 

(0.58)
Rules 4.05

 

a

 

(0.80) 4.67

 

b

 

(0.46) 4.64

 

b

 

(0.50)
Confidence 3.44

 

a

 

(0.86) 3.35

 

b

 

(0.72) 3.38

 

a,b

 

(0.69)

 

Means in the same row that do not share superscripts (a, b, c) are significantly different (

 

P

 

 

 

<

 

 0.05).
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adolescents’ drinking than in the adolescents’ model.
Secondly, in the parents’ model, several alcohol-specific
socialization practices applied to both adolescents were
highly correlated, for instance with communication
about  alcohol  (rfather  (428) = 0.807;  rmother (428) = 0.802)
and having confidence that the parenting practices to
prevent  the  adolescents  from  drinking,  will  work
(rfather (428) = 0.740; rmother (428) = 0.748).

Structural equation models

The fit of  all three models was satisfactory (Table 4). In
addition, the factor loadings of  the latent variables in the
three models were high, ranging from 0.60 to 1.00. This
implies that indicators assessed the latent variables of
alcohol consumption relatively accurately in each of  the
models. In all three models, parental drinking and
alcohol-specific socialization explained the variance
moderately to highly in alcohol consumption of  both
adolescents (Table 5).

Adolescents’ reports model

Rules about alcohol use were strongly negatively related
to alcohol consumption of  both adolescent groups

(Table 5). This suggests that providing rules about alco-
hol prevents youngsters from drinking. This was also the
case for having confidence in the alcohol-specific social-
ization practices. The more confidence adolescents had in
their parents’ ability to limit their drinking behaviour, the
less adolescents actually drunk. However, communicat-
ing about alcohol was related to stronger engagement in
drinking of  both adolescent groups. The two variables
measuring reactions of  parents to their offsprings’ drunk-
enness were not significantly associated with adoles-
cents’ alcohol consumption. This also applied to the
alcohol use of  the parents, except for the association
between the alcohol consumption of  the fathers and con-
sumption of  the older adolescents (Table 5).

In a second phase of  analysis, we tested whether
parenting towards one child affects the alcohol consump-
tion of  the other. Two cross-associations were observed in
the model of  the adolescents. First, communication about
alcohol with the younger adolescents was positively asso-
ciated with the alcohol use of  the older adolescents
(b = 0.10, P < 0.05). Further, the confidence that older
adolescents had in the effectiveness of  the alcohol-specific
socialization practices of  their parents was negatively
related to the drinking behaviour of  their younger sib-
lings (b = 0.13, P < 0.01).

In a third step of  analysis we tested whether the mag-
nitude of  associations between alcohol-specific socializa-
tion and adolescents’ alcohol use was similar for both
youngsters. The strength of  the associations between
communication, rules and confidence, and alcohol use of
the older adolescents was as strong as those associations
among the younger adolescents (c2

(3) = 7.45, P > 0.05).

Mothers’ reports model

From the mothers’ perspective, communicating about
alcohol was positively associated with adolescents’

Table 4 Fit measures for the three models.

Adolescents Father Mother

n 428 428 428
df 62 45 45
c2 118.880 75.086 76.651
P 0.000 0.002 0.003
GFI 0.970 0.978 0.979
AGFI 0.917 0.935 0.936
NFI 0.949 0.971 0.975
RMSEA 0.046 0.040 0.041

Table 5 Standardized estimates for models tested for reports by adolescents, fathers and mothers.

Adolescents Father Mother 

Alcohol
oldest

Alcohol
youngest

Alcohol
oldest

Alcohol
youngest

Alcohol
oldest

Alcohol
youngest

Communication 0.10* 0.16*** 0.14** 0.17*** 0.15** 0.20***
Negative reactions 0.01 0.07 -0.02 0.04 0.02 0.08
Neglecting reactions -0.09 0.07 0.05 -0.04 -0.01 -0.01
Rules -0.52*** -0.42*** -0.39*** -0.26*** -0.49*** -0.40***
Confidence -0.26*** -0.14** -0.03 -0.16*** -0.11* -0.09
Alcohol Mother 0.02 0.11 0.12* 0.20***
Alcohol Father 0.15* 0.10 0.22*** 0.20***
R2 44% 35% 27% 32% 25% 17%

*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001.
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alcohol consumption, although setting rules about alco-
hol use was negatively related to adolescents’ drinking
(Table 5). Having confidence in alcohol-specific socializa-
tion practices also seemed to prevent youngsters’ alcohol
use. Negative and neglecting reactions to drunkenness
were not significantly associated with adolescents’ drink-
ing. Alcohol consumption of  the mothers, on the other
hand, was positively related to alcohol involvement of
both adolescent groups.

We did not find any cross-associations in the model
using the mothers’ reports. Further, the magnitude of  the
associations between communication, rules and alcohol
use of  the older adolescents were as strong as those of  the
younger siblings (c2

(2) = 0.01, P >  0.05).

Fathers’ reports model

As in the other two models, communication about alcohol
matters was positively related to adolescents’ alcohol use.
The results also showed that providing rules about alcohol
was negatively associated with adolescents’ drinking
(Table 5). In contrast with the findings of  the other two
models, having confidence in the alcohol-specific social-
ization practices was related only to alcohol use of  the
younger adolescents. Fathers’ drinking behaviour was
positively associated with adolescents’ alcohol use.

A single cross-association was observed in the fathers’
model. The more fathers showed neglecting reactions
towards drunkenness of  the younger adolescents, the
more the older adolescents seemed to drink alcohol
(b = 0.19, P < 0.01). Further, the magnitude of  the paths
between communication, rules and alcohol use among
the older adolescents was as strong as those paths of  the
younger ones (c2

(2) = 0.148, P > 0.05).

Additional analyses

Because the univariate correlations showed clearly that
some alcohol-specific socialization practices are related to
parental drinking (e.g. parents who drink heavily are less
likely to have strict rules), we tested whether the magni-
tude of  the parameters between alcohol socialization and
adolescent drinking differed for parents who are light or
moderate drinkers, and heavy drinkers. We conducted
multi-group analyses comparing associations between
alcohol-specific socialization practices and adolescents’
alcohol use in two groups. These two groups were con-
structed with a median split on intensity of  parental alco-
hol consumption. Mothers who drank 4.5 glasses a week
or less were classified as light or moderate drinkers, and
above that as heavy drinkers. For fathers, the split was at
11 glasses a week.

In the adolescents’ reports model, we first tested
whether the associations between alcohol-specific social-

ization and adolescent drinking differed for light or mod-
erately and heavy drinking mothers. The two observed
variables, which were indicators of  the latent variable of
maternal alcohol consumption, remained the same as in
the initial conceptual model (Fig. 1). A similar procedure
was carried out for a model on adolescents’ reports on
paternal alcohol-specific socialization practices. We
found no significant differences between the two models.
Although a median split method is not an optimal statis-
tically powerful test, our findings do not support the
notion that parental drinking has an impact on the rela-
tion between alcohol-specific socialization practices and
adolescents’ alcohol use.

DISCUSSION

The aim of  the present study was to explore whether and
which alcohol-specific socialization practices are related
to adolescents’ alcohol use. The study is one of  the first to
include the perspectives of  four members of  a family on
alcohol-specific socialization. One of  the most significant
outcomes of  our study was that imposing strict rules
seemed to prevent adolescents from starting to consume
alcohol heavily and frequently. This association was even
more robust considering that we found this association
for younger and older adolescents and on the basis of
reports of  different family members on alcohol-specific
socialization; this outcome corresponds with the findings
of  Yu (2003) and Wood et al. (2004). Furthermore, the
results show clearly that parents treated their adolescents
differently concerning rule setting. Parents imposed
stricter rules on younger adolescents than on the older
ones. However, the magnitude of  the associations
between setting rules about alcohol and adolescents’
drinking was similar for both siblings.

Secondly, communication about alcohol appeared to
be positively associated with adolescents’ drinking. This
outcome was unexpected, because we assumed that
when parents communicate frequently with their off-
spring about alcohol matters, it would discourage adoles-
cents from drinking. Some post hoc explanations can be
postulated. The results might indicate that many parents
communicate with their adolescents in a somewhat
destructive way. Perhaps some parents talk so often and
ineffectively with their adolescents about alcohol topics
that it results in heavier drinking. Conversely, parents
may respond to adolescents’ engagement in alcohol use
whereby the more the adolescents drink, the more par-
ents talk with their children about drinking.

Our results on parental communication differ from
those of  Jackson et al. (1999) and Ennett et al. (2001),
who found no relationship between frequency of  parental
communication and adolescents’ drinking. The differ-
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ence in findings with Jackson et al. (1999) could be due to
methodological aspects. They measured communication
by asking their respondents solely about staying away
from alcohol, rather than asking about different topics
(e.g. imposing rules, drinking of  friends, and the role of
the media). Nevertheless, longitudinal research should
establish what kind of  consequences communicating
about alcohol has on adolescents’ alcohol use.

Thirdly, the reactions of  parents in the case an adoles-
cent comes home drunk were not significantly related to
adolescents’ alcohol consumption; this applied to paren-
tal negative reactions and to neglecting reactions.
According to mothers and adolescents, parents showed
more negative reactions towards drunkenness of  the
younger adolescents. Only fathers believed that they
treated their offspring equally regarding negative reac-
tions. Further, parents neglected older adolescents more
often when they came home drunk than younger ones;
however, these variations in reactions had no association
with adolescents’ drinking.

Both parents had more confidence in the effectiveness
of  their parenting efforts concerning their younger ado-
lescents than their older adolescents. This coincides with
the opinion of  many parents that, in the course of  adoles-
cence, they become less important in the lives of  their
children and subsequently have less influence (see
Finkenauer et al. 2002). However, our data show that this
is not the case; although parents had less confidence in
influencing their older child, the magnitude of  the links
between their own actions, such as setting rules, and
drinking appeared to be similar for both adolescents. That
parents remain significant in affecting children’s adjust-
ment in late adolescence and young adulthood has also
been reported by others (e.g. Engels et al. 2001).

In addition, having confidence about the effectiveness
of  alcohol-specific socialization practices seemed to have
a preventive impact on drinking behaviour of  adoles-
cents. In accordance with Jackson (2002), this under-
scores the importance of  adolescents acknowledging
parental authority. The association was observed for
older and younger adolescents, but only in the model
with the reports of  the adolescents themselves.

With regard to the modelling effect, our findings
strongly support those of  other studies (e.g. Ennett & Bau-
man 1991; Yu 2003). Parental drinking was positively
related to adolescents’ alcohol consumption according to
the perceptions of  mothers and fathers. Most studies
assessed parental alcohol consumption by using reports
of  adolescents only (e.g. Beal et al. 2001). In our study, on
the contrary, alcohol use measures were based on the
self-reports of  each family member. Based on adolescents’
reports, we might conclude that alcohol-specific social-
ization has a stronger association with adolescents’
drinking habits than the modelling effects of  parental

drinking. For the youngsters, what parents say may be
more important than what they do (Jackson et al. 1999).

Multi-informant data

The paired t-tests showed clearly that family members
experience alcohol-specific socialization differently. This
stresses the importance of  being cautious about general-
izing conclusions on the basis of  self-reports of  one per-
son. For instance, in the current study both parents
thought that they communicated about alcohol matters
more often than the adolescents thought they did. In con-
trast, both adolescent groups perceived their parents as
less permissive than the parents perceived themselves. It
is essential to underline that these differences in percep-
tions of  family members are comparatively large. Accord-
ing to Smith et al. (1999) disagreement exists between
parents’ self-reports about drinking and what children
think their parents drink. Children often described their
parents as non-users when in fact they were drinkers.
Dekovic et al. (1997) demonstrated that parents thought
consistently that adolescents would achieve certain
developmental tasks at a later age than the adolescents
thought they would. Thus, it is important to acknowledge
the effects that different views have on the family system
and parenting. It might even be possible that not only
mean levels of  parenting affect child development, but
also the extreme differences in views between family
members on parenting.

Cross-associations between siblings

In contrast to our expectations, alcohol-specific socializa-
tion practices towards one adolescent were not related to
drinking of  the other, with the exception of  three associ-
ations. In the adolescents’ reports model we observed two
so-called cross-associations. First, it seems that the more
parents talked about alcohol with younger ones, the
more older adolescents drank. However, this result might
also indicate that the more older adolescents drank, the
more parents realized they needed to talk to the younger
ones. Secondly, the confidence of  the older adolescents
had a preventive link with drinking behaviour of  the
younger adolescents. In the fathers model, we found a
single cross-association between neglecting reactions on
drunkenness of  younger adolescents and drinking of
older ones. For the moment, these associations seem inci-
dental considering the number of  cross-associations
tested (Feinberg et al. 2000).

Limitations and strengths

Our study has some limitations. The cross-sectional
design does not allow to draw conclusions about
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causality and it remains unclear whether alcohol-specific
socialization practices affect adolescents’ alcohol use in
the long term. We cannot exclude the possibility that the
correlation between, for instance, rule enforcement and
adolescent drinking is due primarily to parents reacting
on adolescent involvement in alcohol use by lessening
rules on drinking. Further, although we selected families
carefully on the basis of, for instance, variance in educa-
tional level, the results cannot be generalized to single-
parent families or to families with step-parents. Moreover,
one should be careful about generalizing our findings to
other cultures; for instance, Dutch adolescents drink
more intensively and frequently compared to adolescents
in many other European countries (Hibell et al. 2005),
and differences in upbringing in different countries might
yield other associations with adolescents’ drinking. More
studies are needed to establish whether other alcohol-
specific practices play a role in adolescents’ alcohol use,
e.g. alcohol norms or alcohol-specific monitoring. Finally,
it is essential to establish what the relative influence is of
the quality of  the relationship between parents and ado-
lescents on the associations between alcohol-specific
socialization practices and adolescents’ drinking. Do
these effects become stronger when parents and adoles-
cents get on well? In a broader social context it would be
interesting to examine the association between alcohol-
specific socialization and alcohol use of  adolescents with
drinking peers (Mounts & Steinberg 1995). Despite the
limitations, the current study is one of  the first to test
empirically the role of  alcohol-specific socialization in
adolescents’ drinking using a full family design. The
results demonstrate that it is important to examine
alcohol-specific parenting practices in relation to alcohol
consumption, rather than simply assessing general
parenting practices or exclusively parental drinking.

Implications

Until recently, many prevention programmes have
focused on making youngsters aware of  peer influences
and helping them to resist peer pressure to use alcohol
(Cuijpers 2002). The present study illustrates that family
factors should also be taken into account in health pro-
motion projects. Parents must be made aware of  the rel-
evance of  alcohol-specific socialization in reducing
adolescents’ alcohol consumption. Secondly, it might be
wise to inform parents on the strong differences in the
ways they treat their children: They are much more lib-
eral on drinking of  older than younger adolescents.
Because enforcement of  rules is related to adolescent
drinking, parents may be advised to keep the strict atti-
tude they had when their children were in their early ado-
lescent years. Therefore, they should be informed about
the potential impact of  imposing strict rules on adoles-

cents’ drinking, and the fact that communicating about
alcohol may not be as effective as many Dutch parents
might think. In addition, parents may need more confi-
dence in the effectiveness of  their alcohol-specific parent-
ing practices.
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