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Abstract 

Parental monitoring behaviors are negatively associated with adolescent substance use. Yet, the processes 

explaining these associations are still unclear. The current study examined adolescents’ knowledge of 

minimum legal drinking age laws and their perceived acceptability of underage drinking as potential 

mediators of the links between parental monitoring behaviors and youth alcohol use. The sample included 

1154 Belgian adolescents (Mage = 16.34, SD = 1.33; 71% girls), who were recruited in Wallonia (54.9%) 

and in Flanders (45.1%). Path analyses revealed that higher parental rule setting, but not solicitation, was 

related to lower alcohol use. Acceptability of underage drinking mediated this link, but not knowledge of 

the laws. Results suggest that beyond laws regulating the minimum legal drinking age, alcohol use 

prevention programs should consider the importance of parental rule setting and youth's perceived 

acceptability of underage drinking. 

Keywords: alcohol use, adolescence, underage drinking, parental monitoring, legal socialization 
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Introduction 

Alcohol consumption during adolescence is associated with long-lasting changes in brain structure 

and cognitive functioning (for a review, see Lees et al., 2020). Youth alcohol use also puts adolescents at 

higher risk for alcohol problems later in life (Silins et al., 2018). Although youth alcohol use declined in the 

past decades, it remains prevalent as more than 80% of youth drink alcohol prior to the age of 17, with the 

highest rates in the world being reported in European countries (Inchley et al., 2018). Notably, the Belgian 

minimum legal drinking age is 16 years for fermented drinks (e.g., beer and wine), and 18 years for spirits, 

which is much lower than in other countries from the Global North. Extant studies show that parenting 

practices, such as general and alcohol-specific parental monitoring, can effectively reduce alcohol use (Bo 

et al., 2018). Yet, these studies do not clarify the mechanisms through which parental monitoring reduces 

alcohol use. As parental monitoring contributes to legal socialization (Baz Cores & Fernández-Molina, 

2022), this study sets out to examine the role of parents in the internalization of minimum legal drinking 

age laws among Belgian youth. More specifically, knowledge of the laws and acceptability of underage 

drinking will be considered as potential mediators of the associations between parental monitoring 

behaviors and youth alcohol use. 

Parental Monitoring and Adolescents’ Alcohol Use 

Parental knowledge of their youth’s whereabouts and relationships is consistently identified as a 

protective factor for youth alcohol use. It is negatively related to the frequency of alcohol use among 

adolescents, both concurrently and longitudinally (for a review and meta-analysis, see Yap et al., 2017). 

Monitoring behaviors aim at increasing parental knowledge, and they are particularly important as 

adolescents spend an increasing amount of free time without their parents (Stattin & Kerr, 2000). One 

pervasive limitation in past research on parental monitoring is that this construct has mostly been assessed 

by measuring parental knowledge, irrespective of how parents gather information about their youth.  

In recent decades, a slow shift occurred in assessment procedures after scholars have highlighted 

the need to consider parental knowledge and monitoring practices separately (Kerr et al., 2012). In fact, to 

develop useful interventions, it is critical to pinpoint specifically which parental behaviors contribute to 

preventing alcohol use. Parental monitoring includes two different types of behaviors: solicitation and rule 
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setting1 (Stattin & Kerr, 2000). Solicitation takes place when parents initiate discussions with their 

adolescent, for example by taking the time to sit with them and asking them about what they did the night 

before with their friends. Parental rule setting refers to limits and boundaries that parents set regarding their 

adolescent’s out-of-home activities. For instance, parents may require their youth to ask for permission to 

go out on school nights.  

Evidence suggests that parents report higher levels of parental monitoring behaviors than their 

youth and that these differences are larger for rule-setting behaviors than parental solicitation (Kapetanovic 

& Boson, 2022). Additionally, meta-analytic data suggest that parent and youth reports of parental rules 

decrease over time, although only parents report a decrease in parental solicitation (Lionetti et al., 2019). 

The documented discrepancies between parental and youth reports of parental monitoring may reflect 

normative processes through which youth gain independence or social desirability biases among parents. 

Importantly, youth reports (but not parental reports) of higher parental monitoring are associated with later 

alcohol use onset and binge drinking onset during adolescence, controlling for parent–youth relationship 

quality (Rusby et al., 2018). Thus, it is crucial to examine youth perceptions of parental monitoring related 

to alcohol use, among adolescents with different drinking profiles (i.e., abstainers and alcohol users), 

especially as they reach the minimum legal drinking age.  

Beyond general parental rules, alcohol-specific rule setting behaviors constitute one of the 

strongest correlates of youth alcohol use (van der Vorst et al., 2005). In a study including more than 11,500 

adolescents, restrictive parental attitudes towards offspring drinking and higher parental monitoring were 

associated with higher odds of the youth abstaining from using alcohol (Larm et al., 2018). More precisely, 

when parents did not allow their youth to get drunk and knew where they were on Saturday nights (thus 

reflecting higher parental knowledge), their adolescents were less likely to drink alcohol. Increasing 

alcohol-specific rules has also been shown to be effective in reducing alcohol use in intervention studies 

(e.g., Koning et al., 2011). Importantly, a meta-analysis and systematic review of intervention studies 

highlighted the need to consider both general and alcohol-specific parental behaviors in interventions 

 
1 Parental rules are often referred to as parental control in the parental monitoring literature. However, the 

authors chose to use the terms “parental rules” throughout the manuscript to reduce confusion with 

psychological control (e.g., external pressure, guilt-inducing behaviors, punishments, and threats; see Omer 

et al., 2016 for the difference between behavioral and psychological control). 
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targeting youth alcohol use, and to examine the mechanisms through which parental monitoring can reduce 

youth alcohol use (Bo et al., 2018). In the current study, youth knowledge of the laws and perceived 

acceptability of underage drinking are considered as possible pathways. 

Youth Knowledge of the Laws and Perceived Acceptability of Underage Drinking 

Alcohol control policies, notably minimum legal drinking age laws, have been adopted by most 

countries to reduce youth alcohol use. The Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) study, which 

includes data from 37 countries, revealed that alcohol control policies are effective and related to a lower 

prevalence of weekly drinking and risk of drunkenness (Bendtsen et al., 2014; Leal-López et al., 2020). 

Thus, stricter laws may explain the documented decrease in youth alcohol use observed in the last decades 

(Inchley et al., 2016). However, the HBSC data also indicate that adopting a minimum legal drinking age 

has limited effects, suggesting that the laws alone are not sufficient to reduce youth alcohol use in the long 

term.  

Alcohol use is often associated with social benefits and sexual cues, as well as social success in 

popular culture, notably in advertisement (for a review, see Courtney et al., 2020). During adolescence, 

youth are vulnerable to these alcohol cues because their brains are particularly sensitive to rewards and 

social influences (Braams et al., 2015). As they mature, adolescents’ abilities to think about complex and 

abstract topics increase, and consequently, they are less likely to obey the laws without questioning (Fine et 

al., 2020). Considering adolescents’ cognitive, social, and neurobiological development, youth perceptions 

of the laws are critical when studying underage drinking. Above and beyond law enforcement, adolescents 

need to internalize and feel obliged to obey the laws to achieve an effective reduction of underage drinking. 

Accordingly, it is essential to examine how proximal factors, such as the family context, may affect youth 

alcohol use beyond the laws regulating the minimum legal drinking age, notably by shaping their 

perception of underage drinking. 

Parenting and Internalization of the Laws 

Parental monitoring plays a role in youth legal socialization, an essential process that shapes 

adolescents’ attitudes and beliefs about laws and rules. To illustrate, police legitimacy perceptions, an 

indicator of legal socialization, was identified as a mediator of the relation between parental monitoring and 

youth delinquency (Baz Cores & Fernández-Molina, 2022). Akin to police legitimacy perceptions, youth 
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perceptions of underage drinking may be affected by parental monitoring behaviors as considerable 

variability exists in the extent to which parents respect the minimum legal drinking ages. One study 

examined changes over time in parental permissiveness regarding youth alcohol use (i.e., maximum 

number of drinks allowed on one occasion) and found that 28% of parents increased their permissiveness 

drastically after their adolescent reached the legal drinking age (21 years old in the United States; Calhoun 

et al., 2018). However, 27% of parents increased their permissiveness earlier, during the transition to 

college, or were already highly permissive during high school. Given that this study was conducted in the 

USA, it is essential to also examine parental behaviors in a country where underage drinking is highly 

prevalent to deepen our understanding of parental behaviors regarding youth alcohol use. Belgium is an 

excellent geographic region for this endeavor, as 24% of 15-year-olds are weekly alcohol users, and 42.9% 

report that they were drunk at least once in their lifetime (Bendtsen et al., 2014). Of importance, Belgian 

youth can drink legally five years before American youth (at least for some alcohol, including beer and 

wine). Extant studies show that parental monitoring decreases over time (for a meta-analysis, see Lionetti et 

al., 2019), thus it is possible that this decrease is influenced by the minimum legal drinking age. 

Considering that the minimum legal drinking age is lower in Belgium than in most other countries, it is 

relevant to examine the role of parental monitoring behaviors in a sample of Belgian youth comprised of 

both individuals who are legally allowed to drink alcohol and others who are not. 

Parents may share their attitudes about youth alcohol use through discussions with their 

adolescents. It is possible that parents who enforce strict rules until their youth reach the minimum legal 

drinking age also promote better legal socialization by discussing the importance of the laws when 

explaining the rationale behind their own rules. Yet, some scholars have proposed that parental behaviors 

may have a larger impact on their youth than what they communicate (Tael‐Öeren et al., 2019). For 

instance, a parent may say that adolescents should not consume any alcohol before attaining the legal 

drinking age, but tolerate or even offer alcohol to underage youth during social events. Supporting this 

hypothesis, a meta-analysis and systematic review of longitudinal studies revealed that adolescent alcohol 

use was negatively associated with parental monitoring, general and alcohol-specific rules, but unrelated to 

parents’ general or alcohol-specific communications (Yap et al., 2017). Thus, parental rules may be more 
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effective than parental solicitation in the internalization of minimum legal drinking ages and for preventing 

alcohol use. 

Additional Factors Associated with Youth Alcohol Use 

In addition to parental monitoring, other characteristics of the family context are associated with 

youth alcohol use. Among family alcohol-related behaviors, parental supply of alcohol and early initiation 

of alcohol use within the family context are of interest. Parental supply of alcohol to underage youth is 

associated with alcohol use and alcohol-related harms (Mattick et al., 2018). Moreover, early initiation to 

alcohol use is associated with later frequency of alcohol use and alcohol-related problems during 

adolescence (Colder et al., 2018). Numerous parents allow their children to taste alcohol at an early age 

(prior to 13 years), and this behavior is likely to be more prevalent in sociocultural contexts supportive of 

alcohol consumption. The Belgian minimum legal drinking age is 16 years for beer and wine, and 18 years 

for spirits, which is much lower than in other countries from the Global North. Even within Belgium, 

previous reports revealed that some regions have specific cultural norms relates to parental permissiveness 

regarding early alcohol use (i.e., Flanders vs Wallonia; Inchley et al., 2018).   

Individual factors are also known to relate to youth substance use, including age, gender, and 

religion. Boys and older youth have higher levels of weekly alcohol use than girls and younger adolescents 

(Inchley et al., 2018). In addition, youth’s religiosity constitutes a protective factor for adolescents’ 

substance use (for a meta-analysis, see Russell et al., 2020).  

Current Study 

The role of parental monitoring in preventing youth alcohol use is well-documented. However, 

previous studies did not examine differences in parental monitoring according to minimum legal drinking 

ages. Moreover, the processes underlying the associations between specific parental monitoring behaviors 

and youth alcohol use remain unclear. This study aimed to examine whether parental monitoring behaviors 

vary according to youth legal status, in a Belgian sample where the minimum legal drinking age is lower 

than in many other countries from the Global North (i.e., 16 rather than 18 years old). It was expected that 

levels of parental monitoring behaviors would be higher and that their associations with alcohol use would 

be stronger among underage youth (Hypothesis 1). In addition, this study sets out to examine adolescents’ 

knowledge of the laws regarding the minimum legal drinking age and perceived acceptability of underage 
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drinking as potential mediators of the links between parental monitoring behaviors and youth alcohol use. It 

was expected that higher parental monitoring, operationalized as higher levels of parental solicitation and 

general and alcohol-specific rules, would be associated with lower acceptability of underage drinking and 

higher knowledge of the laws. In turn, lower acceptability and higher knowledge would relate to lower 

alcohol use (Hypothesis 2). Building on previous studies, it was hypothesized that alcohol-specific rule 

setting would be the strongest parental correlate of lower alcohol use, and that general rule setting would be 

a stronger predictor than parental solicitation (Hypothesis 3). Given that differences in alcohol use have 

been reported according to gender, age, religion, Belgian regions, family alcohol-related behaviors, and age 

of initiation of alcohol use, these variables were included as covariates. 

Methods  

Participants and Procedure 

The sample includes 1154 participants (705 girls, 449 boys). This study is part of a larger project 

aiming to examine the Belgian laws on legal drinking age (ALCOLAW; Van Havere et al., 2018). The 

research team contacted 52 randomly selected Belgian secondary schools, and 11 school administrators 

agreed to invite their students to take part in this study. Youth were aged between 13.00 and 23.50 years (M 

= 16.34, SD = 1.33). Consequently, 42.3% could not drink legally, 47.7% could drink beer or wine, but not 

spirits, and 10% of the sample could legally drink any alcohol. Of the 1154 participants, 88.5% identified 

as Belgian and 11.5% identified as having another ethnicity. Youth were recruited in different Belgian 

areas; 54.9% were recruited in Wallonia and 45.1% in Flanders. Adolescents living in Wallonia completed 

the questionnaire first, and then, data were collected in Flanders. This allowed the research team to add 

additional questions about alcohol-specific rules in the questionnaire filled out by Flemish youth. 

Participants were invited to fill out a paper-and-pencil questionnaire during school hours. 

Adolescents provided written consent. They did not receive any compensation for their participation. 

Parents received a letter explaining the study procedure and returned a form if they did not want their 

adolescent to take part in the study. The research protocol was approved by a committee including 

academics and professionals who were part of the project. 

Measures 

 All questionnaires were translated to French and Flemish, and verified by two researchers. A pre-

test was also conducted with a sample of youth similar to those included in the study. 
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Alcohol use. The Adolescent Alcohol Involvement Scale (AAIS; Mayer & Filstead, 1979) was used to 

assess alcohol use. This scale includes 14 items and shows excellent internal consistency, Cronbach α = 

.94. Of the 1154 participants, 250 (22%) reported that they did not consume any alcoholic beverages and 

were thus considered abstainers. According to the AAIS guidelines, 57% (n = 660) of the sample were 

moderate drinkers and had a score lower than 36, whereas 21% (n = 244) were considered problematic 

drinkers as they obtained a score higher than 37. This scale shows adequate sensitivity and reliability, and 

is recommended to assess adolescent drinking behaviors (Mayer & Filstead, 1979; McKay & Dempster, 

2016). 

Perceived parental monitoring. Adolescents’ perceptions of parental solicitation and rules were assessed 

by French and Flemish adaptations of Stattin and Kerr's (2000) scales, using a Likert scale ranging from 1 

(never) to 4 (always or almost always). The Parental Solicitation subscale measures how often parents 

discuss with their adolescents about their free time and whereabouts using 5 items, including “In the past 

month, have your parents initiated/started a conversation with you about your free time?”, α = .77. The 

Parental Control subscale assesses parental rules about adolescent’s friendships and activities and includes 

6 items, such as “If you go out on Saturday night, do you have to tell your parents beforehand about who 

will be with you and where you are going?”, α = .82. 

Parental rules about alcohol use. Parental rules about alcohol use were assessed in the Flemish sample (n 

= 517) with 10 items from the parental rules towards adolescent drinking questionnaire (Van der Vorst et 

al., 2005) measuring boundaries and rules set by parents regarding adolescent alcohol consumption, α = 

.93, such as “I am allowed to drink alcohol on the weekends.” Possible answers vary between 1 (not 

applicable at all) to 4 (always applicable). The mean of the items was reverse scored so that higher scores 

indicate higher levels of parental rule setting. 

Knowledge of the laws and perceived acceptability of underage drinking. Two vignettes were 

presented to assess adolescents’ knowledge and perceived acceptability of the Belgian laws surrounding 

alcohol consumption (see Table 1). The two vignettes describe illegal situations involving underage 

drinking. In the first vignette, underage youth buy a bottle of liquor, whereas in the second vignette,  

adolescents order a beer. In Belgium, youth are allowed to drink beer and wine legally starting at age 16. 

However, stronger alcohol such as liquors can only be sold to adults 18 years of age or older. For each 
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vignette, adolescents were asked “According to the law, to what extent do you think this situation is legal 

(i.e., authorized or not by law?)” and provided answers using a Likert scale from 1 (not at all legal) to 10 

(completely legal). Scores were reversed so that higher scores would indicate higher knowledge of the laws.  

In this sample, the scores on knowledge of the laws for both vignettes revealed a highly skewed 

distribution, because about half of the sample answered that the situation was not at all legal. Therefore, 

scores were recoded as binary to better suit the data and reflect whether the adolescents knew the laws; 1 

(not at all legal) was recoded as 1 (yes), and all other answers were recoded as 0 (no). Recoding the 

variable as multinominal (no, sort of, and yes) would not be possible because the group sizes would be 

highly unequal. A sum score for knowledge of the laws was computed using both vignettes. The second 

question was “According to you, do you consider this situation authorized?” using a scale from 1 (not 

authorized at all) to 10 (completely authorized). It assessed perceived acceptability of underage drinking 

according to their own set of norms, beliefs, and values. Higher scores represent higher acceptability of the 

situations. A mean score was computed as data for both vignettes were significantly and positively related 

to each other, r = .42, p < .001. 

Table 1 

Descriptions of the Vignettes Involving Illegal Situations 

1 It is Friday afternoon, and it is 5 pm. Laurent, Mathilde, and Adrien, all 17 years 

old, finished school an hour ago and decide to go to the local night shop. Laurent 

and his friends enter the store, go around the shelves and finally choose a bottle 

of Vodka and a bottle of Coke. They pay and leave the store. 

2 On Wednesday afternoon, Camille and Renaud, both 15 years old, go to the 

movies for the first time together. The movie is nice, and Renaud suggests to 

Camille to extend the afternoon in a local café. Camille and Renaud order two 

Jupiler [beers]. 

Note. In Belgium, youth are allowed to drink beer and wine legally starting at age 16. However, stronger 

alcohol such as liquors can only be sold to and consumed by adults older than 18 years of age. Jupiler is 

one of Belgian’s most popular beers and has existed since 1853. 
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Family alcohol-related behaviors. Three multiple choices questions of the Adolescent Alcohol 

Involvement Scale (AAIS; Mayer & Filstead, 1979) were not included in the youth alcohol use scores, but 

were related to parental drinking behaviors. First, participants were asked “What are the reasons that 

motivated you to consume alcohol for the first time?” Among other answers, participants could select the 

option “My parents, my family offered it to me.” If they did, their answer was coded 1; otherwise, it was 

coded 0. Second, participants were asked “With whom do you generally consume alcohol?”. Again, if 

participants selected “With my parents or other adults in my family”, their answer was coded 1. Last, 

participants were asked “How do you get alcohol?” and their answer was coded 1 if they answered 

“Through my parents or other adults in my family”. A sum score was computed based on the three items, 

varying between 0 and 3. 

Age of initiation of alcohol use. Participants were asked “At what age did you drink alcohol for the first 

time?” Answers were rated on a Likert scale from 1 (before 10 years old), 2 (between 10 and 13 years), 3 

(between 14 and 15 years), 4 (after 15 years), and 5 (recently). 

Sociodemographic data. Age in years, gender, and religion were assessed using self-reports. Gender was 

coded 0 (girls) and 1 (boys). Among all adolescents, 45.7% identified themselves as Atheist, 37.5% as 

Catholic, 12.8% as Muslim, and 4.0% as following another religion. An ANOVA revealed that alcohol use 

differed across religions, F(3, 1150) = 172.26, p < .001. Post hoc analyses using Bonferroni correction 

revealed that Atheists did not differ from Catholics, p = 1.00. However, both groups differed significantly 

from Muslims and adolescents who followed another religion, all ps < .001. Atheists and Catholics drank 

significantly more alcohol than their peers. Thus, religion was recoded as a binary variable differentiating 

Atheists and Catholics from Muslims and youth having another religion. Finally, as participants lived either 

in Flanders or in Wallonia, the Belgian region in which recruitment took place was considered a covariate. 

Analytic Strategy 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between all variables were examined. Since 

participants filled out the questionnaires during school hours, there was no missing data on variables of 

interest. Some items used in the subscales had missing data (< 1%). However, when participants answered 

more than 80% of the items of a specific subscale, a mean score was computed, including items with valid 

data. T-tests were used to detect differences in parental monitoring behaviors according to legal status. As 
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the minimum legal drinking age for beer and wine in Belgium is 16 years, age was coded as follows: 0 

(Less than 16 years old) and 1 (16 years and older). Multiple regressions were used to examine if legal 

status moderated the association between parental monitoring and alcohol use. If the interaction term was 

significantly related to alcohol use, then the interaction was decomposed, and the simple slopes were 

examined.  

Next, path analyses were estimated in Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2017) including parental 

monitoring behaviors as predictors, knowledge of the laws and perceived acceptability of underage 

drinking as potential mediators, and alcohol use as the dependent variable (see Figure 1). Given that the 

alcohol use data revealed a distribution with a high frequency of zeroes (i.e., abstainers, n = 205), a first 

series of models was examined predicting the odds of being an abstainer or an alcohol user using logistic 

regressions. A second series of models was estimated among alcohol users only, using a continuous alcohol 

use score. In all models, bootstrapping (10,000 samples, with 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals 

[CI’s]) was used to estimate the indirect effects. For the models with a continuous outcome, goodness of fit 

was assessed using different indicators and was considered adequate if the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) > 

.95, the Tucker and Lewis Index (TLI) > .90, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) < 

.05, and if the chi-square statistic was nonsignificant (Grimm et al., 2017). 

Multiple-group analyses were conducted to identify differences according to gender or region 

(Flanders or Wallonia). The model fit of a constrained model (i.e., all the regression paths between the 

main variables were forced to be equal across groups) was compared to the model fit of an unconstrained 

model (i.e., all the paths were allowed to vary across groups). The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was used to 

compare models with a continuous alcohol outcome measure because of our large sample size. If ΔCFI was 

.01 or greater (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002), comparisons revealed significant differences across groups. The 

likelihood ratio test was used to compare models with the binary alcohol variable, as the CFI was not 

available. If significant differences occurred, then each regression path was individually constrained to 

identify the ones that varied across groups. 
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Figure 1 

Proposed Theoretical Model 

 

Note. aParental alcohol-specific rules have only been measured in the Flemish sample (n = 517). The paths 

in bold represent the hypothesized mediation paths. 

 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations are presented in Table 2. Four univariate outliers 

were identified and winsorized for the age variable. All variables were distributed normally and showed 

adequate variability. Twenty multivariate outliers (1.73% of the full sample) were identified by examining 

Mahalanobis distances at the critical chi-square value at p = .001. These participants were kept in the final 

sample as they did not influence the results. Finally, there was no multicollinearity among all variables, 

VIF < 5. Bivariate correlations revealed that perceived parental solicitation was associated with lower 

acceptability of underage drinking and higher knowledge of the law, yet it was unrelated to adolescents’ 

alcohol use. Perceived parental rules were related to lower acceptability of underage drinking and alcohol 

use, however they were unrelated to knowledge of the laws. Both acceptability of underage drinking and 

knowledge of the laws were positively associated with alcohol use. Among the Flemish subsample, parental 

Perceived acceptability  of 

illegal situations
Knowledge of the laws

Parental solicitation

Parental general rules
Alcohol use 

Age

Region

Parental 

alcohol−specific rulesa

Religion

Gender
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alcohol-specific rules were associated with lower acceptability of underage drinking, lower knowledge of 

the law, and lower alcohol use. Finally, as adolescents’ gender, age, region, religion, family alcohol-related 

behaviors, and age of initiation were all related to other variables of interest, they were kept in the final 

models as covariates. 
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Table 2 

 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations 

 

Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
10 11 

1. Parental solicitation 3.04 (0.86) —                  

2. Parental general rules 3.92 (0.89) .33*** —                

3. Parental alcohol-specific 

rules 
3.34 (1.09) .02 .39*** —           

   

4. Perceived acceptability of 

illegal situations 
5.34 (2.65) −.10** −.14*** −.25*** —      

   

5. Knowledge of the laws 1.04 (0.84) .08* −.02 −.12** −.22*** —           

6. Alcohol use 
25.03 

(15.65) 
−.04 −.28*** −.61*** .49*** .08** —     

   

7. Age 16.34 (1.33) −.01 −.35*** −.44*** .00 .17*** .33*** —      

8. Gendera 61.10% girls −.16*** −.18*** .09* .08** .01 .06* .05 —    

9. Regionb 
54.94% 

French 
.06* −.20***      — .07* .14*** .21*** .18*** .06* 

—   

10. Religionc 

83.2% 

Atheist or 

Catholic 

.00 .10** .17*** −.32*** .00 −.52*** −.05 −.05 −.28*** 

—  

11. Age of alcohol-use 

initiation 
3.74 (1.44) .07* .17*** .43*** −.41*** −.02 −.78*** −.07* −.07* −.14* 

−.29*** — 

12. Family alcohol-related 

behaviors 
1.03 (1.20) .03 .04 −.26*** .06* −.02 .23*** −.03 −.09* .07* 

.49*** −.45*** 

Note. All Ns = 1154, except for parental alcohol-specific rules, n = 515. 

a0 = girls, 1 = boys. b 0 = Wallonia, 1 = Flanders. c0 = atheist or catholic, 1 = other religion. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Differences According to Legal Status 

 Results from T-tests did not show differences in parental solicitation between youth who were 

underage and those who were older than 16 years, t(1152) = –.291, p = .771. However, findings did show a 

statistically significant difference in parental general rules, t(1149.97) = 8.76, p < .001, such that underage 

youth reported stricter parental rules. There was also a significant group difference in alcohol-specific rules, 

t(513) = –10.58, p < .001. However, parents were stricter with older adolescents than among underage 

youth. Additional T-tests revealed that alcohol use is higher among youth who can legally drink, t(1152) = 

–10.18, p < .001. Moreover, legal status was not associated with acceptability of underage drinking, t(1152) 

= 0.27, p = .786, yet it was associated with knowledge of the laws, t(1082.18) = –6.68, p < .001, suggesting 

that older youth had higher levels of knowledge. 

To identify possible interactions between parental monitoring and legal status, multiple regressions 

predicting alcohol use were examined. Controlling for gender, religion, region, age of initiation, and family 

drinking behaviors, legal status moderated the links between parental solicitation and alcohol use when 

included as a continuous variable (among alcohol users), b = –.11, p = .022, but not when using a binary 

variable (i.e., comparing users and abstainers), b = .05, p = .439. Simple effects revealed that the 

association between parental solicitation and alcohol use was only significant among youth who were 

underage, b = .13, p = .006, but not among youth who could legally drink alcohol, b = –.01, p = .882. The 

interaction term (parental solicitation by legal status) was not significantly related to alcohol use when 

including alcohol-specific rules in the Flemish sample, p = .490 and p = .931. 

Similar to parental solicitation, the interaction term between parental general rules and legal status 

was significant when alcohol use was coded as a continuous variable, b = .11, p = .039, but not when using 

a binary variable, b = .00, p = .958. Simple effects revealed that the association between parental general 

rules and alcohol use was stronger among youth who were underage, b = –.31, p < .001, than among youth 

who could legally drink alcohol, b = –.17, p < .001. The interaction term (parental general rules by legal 

status) was not significantly related to alcohol use when including alcohol-specific rules in the Flemish 

sample, p = .458 and p = .392.  

Finally, the interaction term between alcohol-specific rules and legal status significantly predicted 

alcohol use as a continuous variable, b = .16, p = .007, controlling for indicators of family alcohol use, 
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early initiation of alcohol use, gender, region, and religion. Simple effects revealed that the association 

between parental alcohol-specific rules and alcohol use was stronger among youth who were underage, b = 

–.72, p < .001, than among youth who could legally drink alcohol, b = –.50, p < .001. Results remained the 

same as the interaction term (parental alcohol-specific rules by legal status) was significantly associated 

with alcohol use when using a binary variable (users vs abstainers), b = .35, p = .031.  

Models Differentiating Abstainers and Alcohol Users 

Analyses revealed that it was not possible to include family alcohol-related behaviors as a 

covariate when alcohol use was coded as a binary variable because of multicollinearity. When family 

alcohol-related behaviors were included in the models, they strongly predicted the odds of being an alcohol 

user, b = .88, p < .001.  

Parental solicitation and general rules. The first model included the full sample and a binary outcome 

(i.e., predicting the odds of being an alcohol user; see Figure 2). Findings revealed that higher parental 

general rules were associated with lower perceived acceptability of underage drinking, b = −.10, p < .001. 

In turn, higher perceived acceptability of underage drinking was related to higher odds of being a drinker, 

b = .43, p < .001. Mediation analyses revealed that acceptability of underage drinking was a significant 

mediator of the relation between parental rules and alcohol use, c’ = − .04 (.02), p = .004, CI 95% [−0.07, 

−0.01]. Parental solicitation was unrelated to acceptability of underage drinking, but was positively related 

to knowledge of the laws, b = .06, p < .001. Knowledge of the laws was also associated with higher odds of 

being an alcohol user, b = .12, p < .010. However, knowledge of the laws was not a significant mediator of 

the link between solicitation and alcohol use, c’ = .01 (.00), p = .109, CI 95% [0.00, 0.02]. All predictors 

explained 53.7% of the variance in alcohol use, 12.0% of the variance in perceived acceptability of illegal 

situation, and 5.0% of the variance in knowledge of the laws. Multiple group analyses revealed no 

differences according to gender, Δ−2LL(8) = 13.01, p > .05, nor region, Δ−2LL(8) = 11.43, p > .05. 
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Figure 2 

Model With a Binary Alcohol Use Measure Using the Full Sample 

 

 

Note. All estimates are standardized. The significant indirect effects are in bold. Intercorrelations are not 

displayed in the figure for clarity purposes. a0 = Wallonia, 1 = Flanders. b0 = atheist or catholic and 

1 = other religion. c0 = girls, 1 = boys. d0 = abstainers, 1 = alcohol drinker. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Parental alcohol-specific rules. A second model predicting the odds of being an alcohol user examined the 

effect of parental alcohol-specific rules among Flemish adolescents only (see Figure 3). This model 

replicates the results from the full sample. However, the indirect effect from parental general rules on 

adolescents’ alcohol use through acceptability of underage drinking was not statistically significant, 

c’ = −0.03 (0.09), p = .062, CI 95% [−0.08, −0.01]. Furthermore, higher adolescents’ perceptions of 

parental alcohol-specific rules were associated with lower perceived acceptability of illegal situations, b = 

−.33, p < .001, which was related to higher alcohol use, b = .30, p < .001. As expected, the link between 

parental alcohol-specific rules and alcohol use was significantly mediated by perceived acceptability of 

illegal situations, c’ = −0.10 (0.03), p = .001, CI 95% [−0.16, −0.06]. All predictors explained 69.5% of the 

variance in alcohol use, 14.8% of the variance in perceived acceptability of illegal situation, and 5.4% of 

the variance in knowledge of the laws. Multiple group analyses revealed no gender differences, Δ−2LL (9) 

= 11.22, p > .05. 
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Figure 3 

Model With a Binary Alcohol Use Measure Including Alcohol-Specific Parental Behaviors Among Flemish 

Participants Only

 

Note. All estimates are standardized. The significant indirect effects are in bold. Intercorrelations are not 

displayed in the figure for clarity purposes. a0 = atheist or catholic and 1 = other religion.  b0 = girls, 1 = 

boys. c0 = abstainers, 1 = alcohol drinker. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Models Predicting Alcohol Use as a Continuous Score 

Parental solicitation and general rules. The model predicting alcohol use among alcohol users only (see 

Figure 4) revealed an excellent fit, χ2 (1) = 0.27, p = .606, CFI =1.00, TLI =1.02, RMSEA = .00 [.00−.07], 

p = .860, SRMR= .002. Results suggest that higher parental general rules were associated with lower 

perceived acceptability of underage drinking, b = −.11, p = .006, but not with higher knowledge of the 

laws, b = .07, p = .058. In turn, higher acceptability of underage drinking and knowledge of the laws were 

related to higher alcohol use, b = .29, p < .001, and b = .10, p < .001. Mediation analyses revealed that 

acceptability of underage drinking was a significant mediator of the relation between parental general rules 

and alcohol use, c’ = − .03 (.01), p = .009, CI 95% [−0.06, −0.01]. In contrast, parental solicitation was 

unrelated to both acceptability, b = −.05, p = .145, and knowledge of the laws, b = .07, p = .054. All 

predictors explained 45.3% of the variance in alcohol use, 9.8% of the variance in perceived acceptability 

of illegal situation, and 6.9% of the variance in knowledge of the laws. Multiple-group analyses revealed 

that the main regression paths (i.e., excluding covariates) did not vary across regions, ΔCFI < .001, nor 

gender, ΔCFI = .015.  
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Figure 4 

Model With a Continuous Alcohol Use Measure Among Alcohol Users From the Full Sample 

 

 
 

Note. All estimates are standardized. The significant indirect effects are in bold. Intercorrelations are not 

displayed in the figure for clarity purposes. χ2 (1) = 0.27, p = .606, CFI =1.00, TLI =1.02, RMSEA = .00 

[.00−.07], p = .860, SRMR= .002. 

a0 = Wallonia, 1 = Flanders. b0 = atheist or catholic and 1 = other religion.  c0 = girls, 1 = boys.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Parental alcohol-specific rules. A second model predicting alcohol use examined the additional effect of 

parental alcohol-specific rules among Flemish adolescents (see Figure 5), and also revealed an excellent fit, 

χ2 (1) = 0.70, p = .403, CFI =1.00, TLI =1.00, RMSEA = .00 [.00−.12], p = .623, SRMR= .006. In this 

model, the associations between parental general rules and perceived acceptability of underage drinking, 

b = −.10, p = .051, and between parental general rules and knowledge of the laws, b = .10, p = .063, were 

not statistically significant. Consequently, perceived acceptability of underage drinking and knowledge of 

the laws did not mediate the association between parental general rules and alcohol use. However, higher 

adolescents’ perceptions of parental alcohol-specific rules were associated with lower perceived 

acceptability of underage drinking, b = −.28, p < .001, which was positively related to alcohol use, b = .22, 

p < .001. As expected, the link between parental alcohol-specific rules and alcohol use was mediated by 

acceptability of underage drinking, c’ = −0.06 (0.02), p < .001, CI 95% [−0.09, −0.03]. Parental alcohol-

specific rules were not associated with knowledge of the laws, b = −.03, p = .593. All predictors explained 

48.8% of the variance in alcohol use, 18.7% of the variance in perceived acceptability of illegal situations, 

and 5.8% of the variance in knowledge of the laws. Multiple-group analyses revealed that the main 

regression paths (i.e., excluding covariates) did not vary across gender, Δ CFI < .001. 
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Figure 5 

Model With a Continuous Alcohol Use Measure Including Alcohol-Specific Parental Behaviors Among 

Flemish Alcohol Users Only 

 

 
 

Note. All estimates are standardized. The significant indirect effects are in bold. Intercorrelations are not 

displayed in the figure for clarity purposes. χ2 (1) = 0.70, p = .403, CFI =1.00, TLI =1.02, RMSEA = .00 

[.00−.12], p = .623, SRMR= .006. 

a0 = atheist or catholic and 1 = other religion.  b0 = girls, 1 = boys. c0 = abstainers, 1 = alcohol drinker.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Sensitivity Analyses 

To test for the robustness of the results, final models were examined with knowledge of the laws 

entered as a continuous rather than a binary variable. Most of the main results were replicated, and new 

associations with knowledge of the laws emerged. When alcohol use was entered as a binary variable and 

using the full sample, the indirect effect from parental rules to alcohol use through acceptability remained 

significant. In contrast with the main results, the association between parental solicitation and knowledge of 

the laws was no longer significant, b = .06, p = .079, and the link between parental general rules and 

knowledge of the laws became significant, b = .09, p = .012. Indirect effects revealed that knowledge of the 

laws was an additional mediator of the relation between parental general rules and alcohol use, c’ = .02 

(.01), p = .022, CI 95% [0.01, 0.13].  
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In the model including Flemish participants only and including parental alcohol-specific rules, the 

indirect effect from parental alcohol-specific rules to alcohol use (entered as a binary variable) through 

acceptability of underage drinking remained significant. An additional link became significant, as parental 

solicitation was positively associated with knowledge of the laws, b = .08, p = .014. Another significant 

association emerged between knowledge of the laws and alcohol use, b = .15, p < .001. Of note, the link 

between parental general rules and acceptability of the laws was no longer significant, b = −.02, p = .676, 

and an association between parental solicitation and acceptability of underage drinking emerged, b = −.08, 

p = .020. Accordingly, additional indirect effects emerged from parental solicitation to alcohol use (as a 

binary variable) through perceived acceptability, c’ = −.03 (.01), p = .023, CI 95% [−.06, −.01] and 

knowledge of the laws, c’ = .01 (.01), p = .043, CI 95% [0.002, 0.03].  

When alcohol use was entered as a continuous variable in a model including the full sample, the main 

results remained the same. The indirect effect from parental rules to alcohol use through perceived 

acceptability remained significant. However, in contrast with the main results, the association between 

parental general rules and knowledge of the laws became significant, b = .15, p < .001. Indirect effects 

revealed that knowledge of the laws was an additional mediator of the relation between parental general 

rules and alcohol use, c’ = .02 (.01), p = .007, CI 95% [0.01, 0.03]. These results were also found among 

the Flemish sample and the indirect effect from parental alcohol-specific rules to alcohol use through 

acceptability remained significant.  

In sum, the indirect effects found in the main results remained significant in all models with 

knowledge of the laws entered as a continuous variable. Whether alcohol use was considered as binary or a 

continuous variable, additional links between knowledge of the laws and other variables emerged, which is 

likely due to the additional variability that continuous scores involve. Results with continuous scores of 

knowledge of the laws were not presented in the Main Analyses section because the knowledge of the laws 

variable is not normally distributed, as about half of the responses were on either end of the Likert scale. 
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Discussion 

During adolescence, parental monitoring behaviors decrease as youth gain independence. Yet, 

research examining how parental monitoring changes when youth reach the minimum legal drinking age is 

scarce. Moreover, although the association between parental monitoring and lower youth alcohol use is 

well-documented, studies need to uncover the processes through which specific parental monitoring 

behaviors may lead to decreased youth alcohol use. This study examined the differences in parental 

monitoring behaviors according to youth legal status in Belgium, a sociocultural context more tolerant of 

youth alcohol use than other countries, as evidenced by its minimum legal drinking ages (i.e., 16 for 

fermented drinks, and 18 for spirits). Additionally, knowledge of the minimum legal drinking ages and 

perceived acceptability of underage drinking were considered as potential mediators of the links between 

parental monitoring behaviors (general and alcohol-specific) and youth alcohol use. Findings suggest that 

parental monitoring changes after youth reach the legal drinking age, and that perceived acceptability of 

underage drinking partly explains the links between parental rule-setting and lower alcohol use. 

Parental Behaviors and Minimum Legal Drinking Ages 

 In most studies conducted in countries from the Global North, the minimum legal drinking age 

varies between 18 and 21 years old. Yet, in Belgium, the minimum legal drinking age is set to 16 years for 

fermented drinks (e.g., beer and wine). It was expected that consistent with the laws, parental monitoring 

would be higher and that the links between parental monitoring and alcohol use would be stronger before 

youth reach the legal drinking age. Findings revealed that in a Belgian sample, parental solicitation did not 

differ according to legal status, but parental general rules were significantly lower after youth reached 16 

years old. Contrary to the first hypothesis, parental alcohol-specific rules were higher among youth who 

reached the legal drinking age. These results contrast those from a previous study conducted in the USA 

showing that for many parents, permissiveness regarding alcohol use remarkably increased after 21 years 

old, the legal minimum drinking age (Calhoun et al., 2018). This difference may be due to the five-year gap 

between the minimum legal drinking age in Belgium and in the USA. At 16 years old, brain development is 

ongoing, and thus, youth are highly sensitive to rewards and social cues (Braams et al., 2015). Given that, 

in the current study, alcohol use was higher among youth who could drink legally, it may be that parents 

increased their vigilance and wanted to prevent excessive alcohol use among their adolescents. This 
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hypothesis is consistent with the vigilant care model (Omer et al., 2016) positing that parents should 

increase their monitoring behaviors when they are concerned about their adolescents’ behaviors. In contrast 

to Belgian parents, American parents may recognize that when their youth reach the age of  21, the 

transition to adulthood is ongoing and that the maturity of their youth’s brain allows them to better self-

regulate and understand the risks associated with substance use.  

Findings further suggest that the negative association between parental solicitation and alcohol use 

was only significant when the latter variable was coded as a continuous variable and among underage 

youth. Similar results emerged with parental general rules. The negative association between parental 

general rules and alcohol use was also stronger among underage youth than among older youth, and only 

varied according to legal status when alcohol use was included as a continuous variable. Therefore, parents 

who monitored their youth’s behaviors did not prevent them from drinking alcohol, but they did reduce the 

quantity of alcohol underage youth consumed, presumably preventing binge drinking.  

It may be that general parental monitoring reduces opportunities related to alcohol use (e.g., 

through curfews and supervision of activities), thereby not directly preventing alcohol use as is the case 

with alcohol-specific monitoring behaviors. Findings suggest that the negative association between parental 

alcohol-specific rules and alcohol use was stronger among underage youth, whether alcohol use was 

considered as a binary or a continuous variable. Most studies examining parental monitoring and their 

correlates focus on between-family variance. Previous studies thus suggest that families with higher 

monitoring levels have youth with lower externalizing behaviors, including alcohol use, aggressive 

behaviors, and delinquency. However, recent evidence shows that when examining within-family 

processes, parental monitoring behaviors do not reduce delinquent and aggressive behaviors over time 

(Vrolijk et al., 2023). This suggest that general parental monitoring behaviors may relate to other factors 

that prevent externalizing behaviors (e.g., affiliation with deviant peers), rather than preventing them per se. 

In all, results suggest that societal regulations regarding youth alcohol use such as laws and alcohol-specific 

family rules cumulate and are significantly more effective when combined in preventing youth alcohol use. 

Acceptability of Underage Drinking as a Mediator 

This study moves forward the field of youth alcohol use by investigating youth internalization of 

alcohol-related laws. Knowledge of the laws regarding the minimum legal drinking age and perceived 
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acceptability of underage drinking were examined as potential mediators of the links between parental 

monitoring behaviors and youth alcohol use. Partially confirming the second hypothesis, negative 

perceptions of underage drinking mediated the links between parental rule setting behaviors and youth 

alcohol use. It may be easier for adolescents to resist alcohol use if they are supported by external 

regulation processes provided by their parents. Over time, youth may internalize and integrate parental 

rules so that it facilitates self-regulation. In line with this, both parents’ rule setting and adolescent self-

control were found to mediate the effect of an alcohol use prevention program on youth’s alcohol 

consumption (Koning et al., 2011). Self-control and internalization of law-consistent rules are also known 

to protect youth from negative peer influences during adolescence (Hirtenlehner et al., 2021). Moreover, 

adolescents whose parents provide stricter rules tend to avoid friendships with frequent drinkers (McCann 

et al., 2019). Avoiding peers with problematic drinking behaviors may help youth avoid peer pressure 

during a developmental period when the influence of peers is especially important. In contrast, parents who 

are more permissive may explicitly or implicitly share that alcohol-specific laws are not important to them. 

Parents who are less restrictive regarding alcohol-specific rules and those who are not inclined to punish 

underage drinking are more likely to allow their children to taste or sip alcohol prior to the age of 13 year 

(Colder et al., 2018). These parental behaviors start during early adolescence, and may lead youth to 

believe that underage drinking is acceptable. 

Even though this study suggests that parental rules are an efficient mechanism to prevent alcohol 

use, it is important to keep in mind that such parental behaviors are more effective when combined with 

autonomy support (Rodríguez-Meirinhos et al., 2020). When examining parental monitoring, it is useful to 

consider the broader relational context in which monitoring behaviors take place. If parental rules are 

enforced with psychological control, such as threats, punishments and guilt-inducing behaviors, this may 

lead to further oppositional defiance, internalizing and externalizing behaviors (Brenning et al., 2019). 

Adolescents may increase secrecy and perceive parental solicitation as intrusive rather than caring. By 

explaining the rationale behind these rules, giving their youth meaningful choices, and considering their 

adolescent’s perspective, parents and their youth may negotiate and find some common ground that is 

satisfying for both of them. Sharing the rationale and values underlying their monitoring behaviors can 

facilitate the process through which parental rules can be autonomously internalized (Mageau & Joussemet, 
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2023). The internalization process may help youth delay the onset and regulate their own alcohol use, 

thereby shifting from parental regulation to self-regulation and feeling of autonomy. 

Knowledge of the Laws as a Mediator 

Contrary to the second hypothesis, results suggest that knowledge of the laws did not mediate the 

links between parental behaviors and alcohol use among adolescents. Msot of the examined parental 

monitoring behaviors were not associated with knowledge of the laws in the final models. Yet, bivariate 

correlations revealed that parental alcohol-specific rules were negatively related to knowledge of the laws. 

On the one hand, it may be that when parental rules are strict and adolescents internalize them, they do not 

need to know alcohol-related laws. On the other hand, it may also be that other socialization agents are 

more important than parents with regard to knowledge of the laws. For instance, adolescents have many 

opportunities to learn about alcohol-specific laws at school, with peers, through laws enforcement or 

through public health media campaigns (Harding et al., 2016). 

Unexpectedly, knowledge of the laws was associated with higher alcohol use, although the effect 

size was small. It may be that adolescents who abstain or have low levels of alcohol use don’t feel that 

alcohol-specific laws are relevant to their situation. Conversely, youth who drink alcohol regularly may be 

reminded by their peers, community members, or even police officers about the laws. Many adolescents 

know the laws regarding underage drinking, but do not comply. Although young children and adults tend to 

comply, adolescents aged 15-17 have the lowest perceived obligation to obey the laws (Fine et al., 2020). 

This may be especially true during adolescence when brain maturation is still ongoing: youth are more 

prone to put into question existing rules, and risk-taking is higher than during other developmental periods 

(Spear, 2018). In Belgium, the laws regarding underage drinking are complex and are different for beer and 

other types of alcohol. It is likely that youth question why beer is allowed at age 16, while other types of 

alcohol, such as liquors, are only allowed at age 18 (Van Havere et al., 2018). Fear of punishment can 

motivate youth to obey the laws, but for legal socialization to effectively occur, adolescents must 

understand the laws and find their own internal motivations to comply with them (e.g., find them important; 

Van Petegem et al., 2021). Relatedly, our findings suggest that acceptability, which may reflect norms and 

attitudes towards underage drinking, is a more important predictor of alcohol use than mere knowledge of 

the laws.  



PARENTAL MONITORING AND YOUTH ALCOHOL USE  28 

Sensitivity analyses were used to verify the stability of findings when using the full range of 

possible answers instead of dichotomizing the measure of youth’s knowledge about the law. These analyses 

revealed that some associations involving parental monitoring and youth knowledge of the laws became 

significant. Despite these possible associations, it is challenging to interpret what youth referred to when 

they answered that the situation involving underage drinking was “sort of” legal. As the associations 

between parental monitoring behaviors and knowledge of the laws were positive, it may be that youth who 

have stricter parents believe that the consequences of underage drinking are also more severe. Conversely, 

youth who had parents who were less involved in parental monitoring behaviors perhaps knew that 

underage drinking was against the law, but may have believed that the associated consequences were mild. 

Parental Monitoring and Youth Alcohol Use 

 Both parental general and alcohol-specific rules were concurrently and additively associated with 

lower odds of being a drinker, and to lower alcohol use among adolescents who consumed alcohol. This 

finding is in line with previous studies showing that parental monitoring and restrictive alcohol-specific 

rules are associated with lower alcohol use (Yap et al., 2017). Furthermore, the current study adds to 

existing evidence by supporting the need for parental interventions targeting not only alcohol-specific rules, 

but also general rule setting such as imposing curfews or requiring the adolescent to provide information 

about where they spend their nights and weekends when they are not with their parents (Bo et al., 2018). 

Confirming the third hypothesis and in line with extant studies, results reveal that parental 

solicitation, an aspect of parent-adolescent communication, is not as important as parental rules for 

preventing youth alcohol use (see Yap et al., 2017, for a meta-analysis). These findings support that 

parental rule setting and solicitation have different implications in adolescents’ development and that 

scholars should examine these parental behaviors as opposed to parental knowledge, as proposed by Stattin 

and Kerr (2000). Furthermore, this study highlights the importance of studying specific parental behaviors 

which may be associated with youth alcohol use. These results provide further support for the hypothesis 

that parental behaviors have a stronger impact than what parents may say. If parents accept underage 

drinking on some occasions, adolescents may feel cognitive dissonance and prioritize behaviors, displayed 

through constant rules, over their parents’ discourse. 
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Family Drinking Behaviors and Gender Differences 

Family drinking behaviors constitute a strong predictor of being an alcohol user during 

adolescence. Because of their strong association with alcohol use, family drinking behaviors could not be 

included in the final models that predicted whether youth would be abstainers or users in this study. During 

adolescence, parental alcohol-related behaviors are more important than what parents communicate to their 

youth (Tael‐Öeren et al., 2019). When parents initiate their youth to alcohol, provide them with alcoholic 

drinks, or even drink with them, they may convey the message that it is acceptable or even desirable to 

drink within the family context even when under 16 years of age.  

Nevertheless, in the final models including only youth who consumed alcohol, it was possible to 

include family drinking behaviors as a predictor. Perhaps surprisingly, results showed that family drinking 

behaviors were associated with lower acceptability of illegal situations and lower alcohol use. Family 

drinking behaviors are thus associated with higher odds of being a drinker, but they are also related to 

lower quantity of alcohol use and lower acceptability of underage drinking among drinkers. It is essential to 

consider the sociocultural context of Belgium, a country where beer is central to the cultural heritage. 

Belgium adapted its laws regarding the minimum legal drinking age relatively recently, in 2009, and many 

scholars and knowledge users suggest that the legislation is more stringent than societal attitudes towards 

youth drinking (Van Havere et al., 2018). Therefore, parents may share their cultural heritage with their 

youth while preventing excessive alcohol use, for instance, by having some alcohol-specific rules. Both 

situational vignettes involved underage drinking outside the family context (i.e., with friends or a romantic 

partner), so they may not fully capture the experience of youth who restrain alcohol drinking to the family 

context. Future studies should investigate differences in drinking behaviors in various social contexts. 

It is noteworthy that multiple group analyses revealed that the findings did not vary across 

genders. Accordingly, parental monitoring was equally effective in preventing alcohol use among boys and 

girls. In the final models, gender was not associated with perceived acceptability of underage drinking, 

knowledge of the laws, nor alcohol use. This finding contrasts with previous evidence that boys have higher 

levels of weekly alcohol use than girls (Inchley et al., 2018). Previous studies also found that parental 

monitoring was more efficient in preventing early alcohol use initiation in girls than in boys (for a meta-

analysis, see Yap et al., 2017). These differences may be due to the fact that we did not examine differences 
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in parental monitoring according to parental gender as some previous studies did. It may be relevant to 

investigate how the association between parental monitoring and alcohol use varies depending on both 

child and parental genders. 

Strengths and Limitations 

 This study had several strengths, including the use of situational vignettes to assess acceptability 

of underage drinking and knowledge of the minimum legal drinking ages. Notwithstanding these strengths, 

it is important to acknowledge that beer is a core component of Belgian culture, and that European 

adolescents have the highest alcohol use levels, suggesting general acceptability of youth alcohol use 

(Inchley et al., 2018). It would thus be insightful to replicate this study in other cultural contexts. In line 

with this idea, although the minimum drinking age laws differ across different types of alcohol in Belgium, 

the parental rules towards adolescent drinking questionnaire does not take these differences into account.  

Other limitations of this study include the fact that it relied on youth self-reports and on a cross-

sectional design. Relatedly, data on family structure or parental drinking were not collected. Yet, evidence 

suggests that youth who did not grow up in intact families (i.e., with both parents) and those whose parents 

had an alcohol use disorder have a higher risk of developing an alcohol use disorder themselves (Holst et 

al., 2020), so these variables should be included in future studies on this topic. As alcohol initiation prior to 

13 years of age is relatively common, parental socialization regarding alcohol use starts prior to 

adolescence (Colder et al., 2018). It would be preferable to use a longitudinal design to truly portray the 

internalization process of the laws regulating youth alcohol use. In addition, peers were not included in this 

study, although the role of social contexts in drinking behaviors is well-documented (McCann et al., 2019). 

Finally, future studies should also include a measure of autonomy support, as parental monitoring is more 

effective when combined with high levels of autonomy support (Rodríguez-Meirinhos et al., 2020). Thus, 

these factors could interact in predicting youth internalization of the laws. 
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Conclusion 

Parental monitoring is often referred to as a key protective factor in youth alcohol use. Yet, little is 

known regarding possible changes in parental monitoring behaviors after youth reach the legal drinking age 

and how it may differ across cultures. Moreover, the processes through which parental monitoring reduces 

youth alcohol use remained unclear. This study contributes to the field of research on youth alcohol use by 

examining perceptions of underage drinking and knowledge of the laws as processes through which 

parental monitoring may reduce alcohol use among a sample of Belgian youth. Findings suggest that in 

Belgium, parental monitoring behaviors become less effective and change after youth reach 16 years old, 

the minimum legal drinking age. Results also suggest that monitoring behaviors are related to lower youth 

perceived acceptability of underage drinking, which, in turn, relates to lower alcohol use. Findings 

highlight that beyond minimum legal drinking age laws, global prevention efforts to prevent youth alcohol 

use should include parental monitoring, as well as youth attitudes towards underage drinking. In all, this 

study supports the importance of minimum legal drinking age laws but also suggests that beyond the laws, 

parental monitoring behaviors and youth perceptions of underage drinking are determinants of youth 

alcohol use during adolescence. 
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