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Abstract Inadequate parental monitoring is widely recog-

nized as a risk factor for the development of child and ado-

lescent conduct problems. However, previous studies

examining parental monitoring have largely measured

parental knowledge and not the active methods used by par-

ents to track the activities and behavior of their children. The

seminal work of Stattin and Kerr (Child Dev 71:1072–1085,

2000; Kerr and Stattin in Dev Psychol 36:366–380, 2000) has

challenged the field to reinterpret the construct of parental

monitoring, focusing on the active components of this par-

enting behavior. As a result, this area of research has witnessed

a resurgence of activity. The goal of the current paper is to

review the evidence regarding the relationship between

parental knowledge and monitoring and child and adolescent

conduct problems that has accumulated during the past dec-

ade. Forty-seven studies published between 2000 and 2010

were identified by searching major databases and bibliogra-

phies and were included in this review. This paper will

examine the following areas: (a) ‘‘parental monitoring’’ as

‘‘parental knowledge’’; (b) parental knowledge as driven by

child disclosure; (c) the relationship between parental

knowledge and monitoring and child and adolescent conduct

problems; (d) bidirectional associations between parental

knowledge and monitoring and child and adolescent conduct

problems; (e) contextual influences on parental knowledge

and monitoring; (f) antecedents of parental knowledge and

monitoring; (g) clinical implications of research on parental

knowledge and monitoring; and (h) limitations of existing

research and future directions.

Keywords Parenting � Parental monitoring � Parental

knowledge � Conduct problems � Delinquency

Child and adolescent conduct problems define a broad

range of behaviors, including aggression, oppositionality,

delinquency, and antisociality. These behaviors are asso-

ciated with several severe negative outcomes in later

adolescence and adulthood, including school dropout,

unemployment, and criminal behavior (Fergusson and

Horwood 1998; Jessor 1998; Loeber and Dishion 1983).

Childhood conduct problems are the leading reason for

referrals to mental health services in the United States

(Loeber et al. 2000). Additionally, the estimated cost to

society as a result of these behavior problems ranges from

$335 to $350 billion per year (as reported in 1998; Miller

2004). As a result of these adverse outcomes and the

extreme cost to society, much research has focused on the

prevalence, development, and prevention of conduct

problems in children and adolescents.

Poor parenting is one of the many risk factors implicated

in the development of conduct problems (Hinshaw and Lee

2003). Negative parenting behaviors shown to predict child

conduct problems include low parental involvement, poor

supervision, and harsh, inconsistent discipline (Frick et al.

1992; Hoeve et al. 2009; Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber

1986; Patterson 1982; Patterson and Stouthamer-Loeber

1984; Stormshak et al. 2000). Additionally, studies have

found that the development of child conduct problems results
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from a bidirectional interaction of child and parent behavior

(Colder et al. 1997; Collins et al. 2000; Hinshaw and Lee

2003; Laird et al. 2003a; Lytton 1990; Pettit and Arsiwalla

2008). These studies indicated that children are not passive

recipients of parenting behavior, but rather are active par-

ticipants in interactions with parents (Chamberlain and

Patterson 1995; Donenberg and Baker 1993; Pardini 2008).

Overall, research examining parenting as a risk factor for

child conduct problems emphasizes that parents and children

influence each other in a dynamic, reciprocal fashion.

Parental Monitoring as a Risk Factor

for the Development of Conduct Problems

Parental monitoring is defined as ‘‘a set of correlated par-

enting behaviors involving attention to and tracking of the

child’s whereabouts, activities, and adaptations’’ (Dishion

and McMahon 1998, p. 61). This definition identifies good

parental monitoring as actively structuring the child’s envi-

ronment (e.g., enrolling the child in after-school programs,

setting up play dates with friends, establishing rules about the

child’s activities) and actively tracking the child’s where-

abouts (e.g., contacting the child via cell phone, checking in

with the parents of the child’s friends). It is also important to

acknowledge that the structure of parental monitoring

changes as the child moves from childhood to adolescence.

During childhood, parental monitoring takes place mostly

within the context of the home and school. As the child grows

into adolescence and young adulthood, parents must adjust

their techniques to monitor the teenager’s unsupervised

activities with peers and within the broader community.

Early studies on parental monitoring followed from

clinical observations noting that parents with conduct-dis-

ordered children often fail to supervise, track, and set rules

regarding their children’s behavior and activities (Glueck

and Glueck 1950; Hirschi 1969; Patterson 1982; Patterson

and Dishion 1985; Patterson and Stouthamer-Loeber

1984). Since then, research has continued to document the

consistent link between parental monitoring and child and

adolescent conduct problems (Crouter and Head 2002;

Dishion and McMahon 1998; Sampson and Laub 1994;

Weintraub and Gold 1991). Poor parental monitoring has

also been identified as the best predictor of adolescent anti-

social behavior as compared to other parenting behaviors

(Loeber and Dishion 1983; Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber

1987). Furthermore, low levels of parental monitoring were

significantly associated with serious criminal behavior

(according to court records) in adult males as measured

30 years later (McCord 1979).

However, research on parental monitoring is limited by

the use of differing and vague definitions. As a result, the

terminology used to refer to parental monitoring in

previous studies has been inconsistent. The various defi-

nitions of parental monitoring have included direct super-

vision, knowledge of the child’s whereabouts, telephone

contact between the parent and child, and rules about the

child’s activities. Despite the wide use of the term

‘‘parental monitoring,’’ there still remains little agreement

regarding the definition of this construct.

Purpose of the Current Paper

The seminal work by Stattin and Kerr (2000; Kerr and

Stattin 2000) has further challenged the construct validity

of parental monitoring by arguing that previous studies

have examined parental knowledge and not the active

parental efforts of attending to and tracking children and

their activities. As a result, research examining parental

monitoring has changed dramatically in the past decade, as

researchers are attempting to shift their understanding of

this construct. This paper will therefore specifically review

studies published since Stattin and Kerr’s work in 2000 that

have examined the relationship between parental moni-

toring and child and adolescent conduct problems. The

review will focus specifically on studies published between

2000 and 2010 that have attempted to address this new

understanding of parental monitoring. Using these guide-

lines, 47 studies were included in this review as identified

by searching major databases and bibliographies (see

Table 1 for a summary of these studies).

However, even after publication of Stattin and Kerr’s

reinterpretation of parental monitoring, researchers con-

tinue to label the construct ‘‘parental monitoring’’ when the

measure actually represents ‘‘parental knowledge’’ (e.g.,

Bailey et al. 2009; DiClemente et al. 2001; Dillon et al.

2008; Pettit et al. 2007; Smetana et al. 2002; Smetana and

Daddis 2002). Additionally, some researchers have con-

founded their measure of parental monitoring by combin-

ing items related to parental knowledge with items

addressing parental monitoring (e.g., Fisher et al. 2003;

Hayes et al. 2004; Patrick et al. 2005; Pinderhughes et al.

2008). Notably, of the 47 studies reviewed for the current

paper, 26 examined parental knowledge (and approxi-

mately half of these studies used the term ‘‘parental mon-

itoring’’ to describe their measure of parental knowledge),

while only 7 assessed parental monitoring. Furthermore,

only 9 of the 47 studies examined parental monitoring and

knowledge separately, demonstrating careful conceptuali-

zation and operationalization of their measures. These

issues regarding terminology and methodology have

muddled conclusions regarding parental monitoring and its

relationship with child and adolescent conduct problems.

The current paper will examine the following areas,

which have been the focus of research on parental
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monitoring during the past decade: (a) ‘‘parental monitor-

ing’’ as ‘‘parental knowledge’’; (b) parental knowledge as

driven by child disclosure; (c) the relationship between

parental knowledge and monitoring and child and adoles-

cent conduct problems; (d) bidirectional associations

between parental knowledge and monitoring and child and

adolescent conduct problems; (e) contextual influences on

parental knowledge and monitoring; (f) antecedents of

parental knowledge and monitoring; and (g) clinical

implications of research on parental knowledge and mon-

itoring. The paper will then close with a discussion of the

limitations of existing research and directions for future

research.

‘‘Parental Monitoring’’ as ‘‘Parental Knowledge’’

Stattin and Kerr’s (2000; Kerr and Stattin 2000, 2003a, b)

seminal work argues that previous measures of parental

monitoring have actually assessed the end product of

monitoring (i.e., knowledge gained about children and their

activities) and therefore have not tapped into the actual

active methods of monitoring. Of these knowledge mea-

sures, most have focused on children’s and adolescents’

perceptions of the amount of knowledge obtained by their

parents (Laird et al. 2010b). For example, previous mea-

sures used as indicators of parental monitoring have

included the following questions: (a) ‘‘How much do your

parents really know who your friends are?’’; (b) ‘‘Do your

parents know where you are when you are away from

home?’’; and (c) ‘‘In my free time away from home, my

parents know who I’m with and where I am’’ (italics added

for emphasis; Crouter and Head 2002; Stattin et al. 2010).

Their argument calls into question the validity of empirical

research documenting the relationship between parental

monitoring and child and adolescent conduct problems.

According to Stattin and Kerr’s viewpoint, the most

appropriate conclusion to draw from these studies is that

high levels of ‘‘parental knowledge,’’ not ‘‘parental moni-

toring,’’ are associated with low levels of child and ado-

lescent conduct problems.

Stattin and Kerr (2000) hypothesized three possible

sources of this parental knowledge: (a) child disclosure

(children tell parents about their activities spontaneously),

(b) parental solicitation (parents ask children and/or chil-

dren’s friends for information), and (c) parental control

(parents use rules and restrictions to limit children’s ability

to engage in activities without informing their parents).

Parental solicitation and control are considered to be active

parental efforts to attend to and track children’s activities,

whereabouts, and peer associations. To test their hypothesis

regarding these three sources of parental knowledge, Kerr

and Stattin (2000) created a 15-item monitoring

questionnaire. A principal components factor analysis of

this measure revealed three factors: (a) child disclosure

(e.g., ‘‘Do you usually tell how school was when you get

home?’’ and ‘‘Do you keep a lot of secrets from your

parents about what you do during your free time?’’);

(b) parental solicitation (e.g., ‘‘Have your parents talked

with the parents of your friends?’’ and ‘‘How often do your

parents initiate a conversation about things that happened

during a normal day at school?’’); and (c) parental control

(e.g., ‘‘Do you need to have your parents’ permission to

stay out late on a weekday evening?’’ and ‘‘If you have

been out very late one night, do your parents require that

you explain what you did and whom you were with?’’). In

keeping with this recent reconceptualization, the remainder

of this paper will reserve the term ‘‘parental monitoring’’

for the active parental monitoring techniques of solicitation

and control.

To further test their three-factor hypothesis, Stattin and

Kerr (2000) examined data from 703 14-year-old children

living in rural Sweden. According to both parent and child

report, child disclosure, parental solicitation, and parental

control were positively associated with parental knowl-

edge. However, the correlation was strongest between child

disclosure and parental knowledge, indicating that parents

received more information from child disclosure than from

either parental solicitation or control. Child disclosure

accounted for a majority of the variance in parental

knowledge (44% according to child report; 38% according

to parent report), and the addition of parental solicitation

and control explained a significant but relatively small

increase in variance (3% according to child report; 5%

according to parent report). Child disclosure, but not

parental solicitation or control, has also been found to be a

significant longitudinal predictor of parental knowledge, as

more child disclosure led to more parental knowledge

1 year later (Kerr et al. 2010). Whereas earlier studies

assumed that parents mainly gain knowledge about their

children through their own active monitoring efforts,

Stattin and Kerr’s findings have consistently indicated that

child disclosure is the key component in parental

knowledge.

Throughout Stattin and Kerr’s studies (Kerr and Stattin

2000, 2003a; Stattin and Kerr 2000), parental knowledge

has been shown to be negatively associated with child

conduct problems. Additionally, higher levels of child

disclosure and parental control and lower levels of parental

solicitation predict lower levels of conduct problems, with

child disclosure as the best predictor of conduct problems

in these analyses. This finding is surprising, given that

researchers have previously assumed that parental solici-

tation would be associated with fewer conduct problems

(e.g., Dishion and McMahon 1998). The interpretation of

this finding could suggest that the more parents ask
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children about their whereabouts and activities, the more

likely children are to engage in problematic behaviors.

Following this viewpoint, Stattin and Kerr (2000) sug-

gested that children may view parental solicitation as

invasive and overly controlling, and may react to this

intrusion by engaging in even more conduct problems.

Alternatively, this finding could also indicate that increased

levels of parental solicitation are a reaction to children

with concurrently high levels of problematic behavior. The

direction of this finding is not clear, given that Stattin and

Kerr’s early studies (Kerr and Stattin 2000, 2003a; Stattin

and Kerr 2000) were cross-sectional in nature. However,

several longitudinal analyses have documented that more

parental solicitation predicts more child conduct problems,

even after controlling for current and prior levels of child

conduct problems (Kerr et al. 2010; Kiesner et al. 2009;

Willoughby and Hamza 2011). Furthermore, parental

control has been found to lead to negative feelings of being

controlled among adolescents (Kerr and Stattin 2000).

These feelings of being controlled were associated with a

range of adjustment problems, including depression and

low self-esteem. Parental solicitation and control also do

not appear to encourage future child disclosure nor deter

future conduct problems (Kerr et al. 2010). This evidence

suggests that parental monitoring may not be as effective as

previously thought and may in fact have a negative effect

on children’s adjustment and behavior.

Several researchers have cautioned that Stattin and

Kerr’s conclusions may be interpreted as evidence that

parents have little to no effect on whether children will

engage in conduct problems (Brody 2003; Fletcher et al.

2004; Lahey et al. 2008). In terms of practical implications,

other researchers have posited that Stattin and Kerr’s

findings will lead to the idea that parents do not need to

monitor their children’s behavior (Capaldi 2003). These

researchers argue that such an interpretation would be

inconsistent with the broader monitoring literature sup-

porting the link between parental knowledge and moni-

toring and conduct problems (e.g., Crouter and Head 2002;

Dishion and McMahon 1998; Patterson and Stouthamer-

Loeber 1984). Additionally, these researchers note that

parents may have a direct effect on whether children dis-

close on not. This effect is hypothesized to operate through

a positive and supportive parent–child relationship, which

in turn may lead to more child disclosure. Fletcher et al.

(2004) tested a model whereby parental warmth was

included with parental knowledge, control, and solicitation.

The findings from this longitudinal study indicated that the

relationship between parental warmth and child conduct

problems was mediated by parental knowledge, such that

warm parents were also more knowledgeable. The authors

also found support for direct and indirect (through parental

knowledge) effects of parental control and solicitation on

child conduct problems. These findings led Fletcher and

colleagues to conclude that parental monitoring does

matter and can have a direct influence on the likelihood

that children will engage in conduct problems.

Stattin and Kerr (2000; Kerr and Stattin 2000, 2003a, b;

Kerr et al. 2010) have been careful in framing their con-

clusions and interpretations of their findings, stating that

they do not believe that parents have no influence on child

behavior. Rather, Stattin and Kerr have noted that there

was still a relationship between parental monitoring and

child conduct problems in their studies, even after con-

trolling for child disclosure. Therefore, an important area

of future research should include an exploration of addi-

tional factors that might have an influence on the rela-

tionship between child and adolescent conduct problems

and parental monitoring.

Parental Knowledge as Driven by Child Disclosure

Researchers are beginning to recognize that parental

knowledge involves both parent-driven (i.e., monitoring

[solicitation and control]) and child-driven (i.e., child dis-

closure) processes. Child disclosure is also consistently

found to be the strongest predictor of parental knowledge

when compared to parental solicitation and control, even

among children with initial high levels of conduct prob-

lems and regardless of the quality of the parent–child

relationship (Crouter and Head 2002; Kerr and Stattin

2000; Stattin and Kerr 2000). This strong link between

child disclosure and parental knowledge has been repli-

cated in many studies (Eaton et al. 2009; Keijsers et al.

2009, 2010; Soenens et al. 2006; Vieno et al. 2009;

Willoughby and Hamza 2011). However, Lahey et al.

(2008) suggested that this relationship might be spurious,

as children who do not engage in delinquent behaviors may

also be children who openly disclose to their parents. In

this way, parental knowledge may be nothing more than an

indirect expression of the child’s level of delinquency. To

test this proposition, Lahey et al. conducted a study with

data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth

(NLSY) and found that parental knowledge was a unique

predictor of later delinquent behavior, independent of the

child’s concurrent level of delinquency. This finding fur-

ther supports the inclusion of child disclosure as an

important component of parental knowledge.

Given the consistent evidence that child disclosure is

strongly and positively related to parental knowledge, it is

important to determine what factors promote or prevent

children from openly providing information to their parents.

Several avenues have been proposed, including the need for

parents to create an open and interactive home environ-

ment to encourage child disclosure (Kerr and Stattin 2000;
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Stattin and Kerr 2000). Along these lines, a positive parent–

child relationship is positively related to child disclosure

and negatively related to conduct problems (Vieno et al.

2009). Similarly, high levels of parental trust (Kerr et al.

1999; Smetana and Metzger 2008; Smetana et al. 2006),

authoritative parenting (Darling et al. 2006), engagement in

enjoyable family activities (Keijsers et al. 2010; Wil-

loughby and Hamza 2011), and parental responsiveness

(Smetana 2008; Soenens et al. 2006) are strongly linked to

high levels of child disclosure. Another way in which par-

ents can promote child disclosure is responding in a positive

manner during previous disclosure efforts (Hayes et al.

2003, 2004, 2007; Kerr and Stattin 2000; Tilton-Weaver

et al. 2010). These findings suggest several ways in which

parents can enhance the likelihood of child disclosure, such

as spending time with their child, being warm and respon-

sive to their child’s needs, and enhancing the quality of the

parent–child relationship.

Research attention has increasingly focused on children

and adolescents as ‘‘information managers’’ who strategi-

cally determine what and how much their parents know

about their activities and peer associations (Tilton-Weaver

and Marshall 2008). Adolescents may choose to keep

information from their parents for any number of reasons,

such as hiding maladaptive behavior, wanting to avoid

punishment for problematic behavior, establishing auton-

omy, or maintaining boundaries and privacy (Finkenauer

et al. 2002; Smetana and Metzger 2008). Adolescents also

engage in a wide variety of strategies to keep information

from their parents, including nondisclosure, avoiding,

lying, and secrecy (Keijsers and Laird 2010; Smetana

2008). Secrecy and concealment longitudinally predict

more engagement in delinquent behavior (Frijns et al.

2010) whereas disclosure predicts less antisocial behavior

(Laird and Marrero 2010). Therefore, the type of nondis-

closure strategy has important implications for later ado-

lescent problem behavior.

In summary, the evidence largely supports the important

role that child disclosure plays in the parental knowledge

process. Implications from these findings highlight the

need to consider how both parents and children contribute

to parental knowledge. As this research evidence continues

to accumulate, suggestions regarding intervention targets to

enhance the likelihood of child disclosure may be

indicated.

The Relationship Between Parental Knowledge

and Monitoring and Child and Adolescent Conduct

Problems

Despite the well-documented relationship between parental

knowledge and child conduct problems, the reasons for this

association are poorly understood. One possible explana-

tion is that parental knowledge disrupts the process by

which antisocial peers introduce adolescents to new and

increasing levels of conduct problems. Laird et al. (2008)

conducted a longitudinal study utilizing growth mixture

modeling to explore the hypothesis that parental knowl-

edge moderates the relationship between deviant peers and

adolescent delinquency. They identified two groups in their

sample: one characterized by moderate but decreasing

levels of parental knowledge and the other defined by high

and stable levels of this knowledge. They found that ado-

lescents in the moderate-decreasing group reported higher

and increasing levels of delinquent behavior as well as

more associations with deviant peers as compared to the

high-stable group. Thus, it appears that when parents are

highly knowledgeable, adolescents may be less likely to

establish contact with deviant peers who would likely

introduce them to delinquent behavior.

More recently, several sophisticated longitudinal designs

have been published examining the relationship between

parental knowledge and monitoring and child and adolescent

conduct problems. One such study examined these associa-

tions in an intergenerational framework. Taking data from

the Seattle Social Development Project (SSDP), Bailey et al.

(2009) examined data from grandparents (first generation;

G1), parents (second generation; G2), and grandchildren

(third generation; G3). Higher G1 parental knowledge was

associated with lower G2 problem behaviors (including

conduct and attention problems and oppositional behavior).

However, this association was not replicated when G2

knowledge and G3 problem behaviors were examined. Fur-

thermore, while the problem behaviors demonstrated inter-

generational continuity, parental knowledge did not.

Specifically, parental knowledge from G1 to G2 showed a

low degree of continuity while G2 and G3 parental knowl-

edge was not significantly associated. While this study does

not provide strong evidence for the relationship between

parental knowledge and child problem behaviors or for the

intergenerational transmission of parenting practices, it does

represent an area of longitudinal research that should be

explored in the future. Inclusion of genetically informed

models may help elucidate possible intergenerational effects.

Studies have also documented decreases in parental

knowledge (Laird et al. 2003a, 2009) as well as parental

monitoring (Keijsers et al. 2009; Kerr et al. 2010; Smetana

et al. 2002) as children enter adolescence. Given this well-

established decrease, it is important to identify factors that

may influence this change in parental knowledge and

monitoring over time. In a study of 522 children and their

parents from the Child Development Project (a multisite

dual-cohort longitudinal study examining child and family

development; Dodge et al. 1990), parents were asked

whether they had attempted to change their child’s
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previous negative behavior (Pettit et al. 2007). Various

behavior-change strategies were reported by parents in this

study, including seeking treatment from a psychologist or

counselor, consulting friends and relatives, enhancing dis-

cipline strategies, and establishing more routine and

structure in the child’s life. Three years later, parents who

reported that they successfully changed their child’s

behavior reported less of a decline in and higher levels of

knowledge over time as compared to those who unsuc-

cessfully attempted to change their child’s behavior. In an

additional study, parents who were highly involved in their

children’s lives (i.e., spent a large amount of time with

their children during weekdays and weekends) reported

more consistent and stable parental knowledge through

adolescence (Pettit and Laird 2002). Further, the associa-

tion between high levels of knowledge and low levels of

adolescent conduct problems was stronger when parental

involvement was low, suggesting that knowledge may

compensate for parents who are unable or unwilling to be

highly involved in the lives of their children.

This well-documented decrease in knowledge and

monitoring throughout the adolescent years is to be

expected due to increasing adolescent autonomy and par-

ent–adolescent conflict, both of which are hypothesized to

disrupt the monitoring, disclosure, and knowledge pro-

cesses (Laird et al. 2010b; Masche 2010). Lower levels of

parental knowledge have also been reported among chil-

dren who have transitioned into middle school as well as

those who have reached advanced pubertal status (Laird

and Marrero 2011). Despite this general decrease in

parental knowledge and monitoring over time, several

researchers have observed that the links between these

parenting behaviors and conduct problems tend to

strengthen over time (Jacobson and Crockett 2000; Laird

et al. 2003a; Pardini et al. 2008). This finding provides

further evidence for the importance of continued knowl-

edge and monitoring during adolescence as a means to

discourage conduct problems.

Several studies have also identified individual child and

adolescent characteristics that influence the relationship

between parental knowledge and monitoring and child

conduct problems. For example, adolescent personality

traits have been shown to provide incremental validity to

the prediction of adolescent delinquency, above and

beyond parental solicitation and knowledge and child dis-

closure (Eaton et al. 2009). Additionally, weak authority

beliefs (i.e., beliefs that parents do not have absolute

authority and should therefore not make rules regarding

personal issues; Smetana 1988) and more time spent in

unsupervised activities are associated with less maternal

knowledge (Laird and Marrero 2011; Smetana and Daddis

2002). Discrepancies between adolescents’ and parents’

authority beliefs may also precede decreases in parental

knowledge, partly due to the likelihood that these dis-

agreements will increase parent–adolescent conflict and

thereby disrupt the knowledge process (Laird et al. 2010b).

However, among adolescents with such weak authority

beliefs and more unsupervised activity, parental solicitation

was found to predict less antisocial behavior (Laird et al.

2010a). This finding is in contrast to previous studies

indicating that more parental solicitation is associated with

more conduct problems (Kerr et al. 2010; Kiesner et al.

2009; Stattin and Kerr 2000; Willoughby and Hamza

2011). Therefore, it appears that parental solicitation can be

effective in deterring some adolescents from conduct

problem behavior.

Bidirectional Associations Between Parental

Knowledge and Monitoring and Child

and Adolescent Conduct Problems

Consistent with transactional models (Lytton 1990; Pardini

2008; Sameroff 1975), research in this area is increasingly

documenting that parents and children influence each other

in a dynamic, bidirectional manner. Given the traditional

focus on parent effects coupled with recent work examin-

ing child effects (i.e., child disclosure), consideration of

these bidirectional models is of paramount importance in

the parental monitoring literature. However, only a handful

of studies have included child and parent effects simulta-

neously, which would enable researchers to specifically

examine these bidirectional processes.

The Child Development Project is one such example of

a study that has examined bidirectional associations (Laird

et al. 2003a). In this project, data were collected annually

from 396 adolescents over the course of 4 years beginning

when they were 14 years old on average. The authors

specifically examined parental knowledge and child

delinquency, and found that decreases in knowledge were

associated with increases in parent-reported delinquency

over time. The findings also provided support for bidirec-

tional associations, as lower knowledge predicted more

delinquency 1 year later while more delinquency predicted

less parental knowledge 1 year later. Furthermore, the

addition of cross-lagged effects significantly improved the

fit of the model, indicating that time-specific increases in

parental knowledge predicted subsequent time-specific

decreases in delinquency, over and above the underlying

developmental trajectories. This finding strongly supports

the proposition that bidirectional effects are a crucial

component in the association between parental knowledge

and child conduct problems.

In another study, Willoughby and Hamza (2011) gath-

ered data from 2,941 Canadian high school students and

found support for child effects, as cross-lagged analyses
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demonstrated that high levels of child problem behavior

(i.e., substance use and delinquency) predicted lower levels

of parental control. There was also evidence of parent

effects in this study, as low control and high solicitation

predicted more child problem behaviors. Examination of

the cross-lagged effects also revealed bidirectional effects,

as higher levels of knowledge predicted fewer problem

behaviors and more problem behaviors predicted lower

parental knowledge. Taken together, the authors described

these results as a ‘‘family-centered process,’’ as child,

parent, and bidirectional effects were all present.

Using data from the Pittsburgh Youth Study, a longi-

tudinal examination of boys from ages 6 to 16, Pardini

et al. (2008) found bidirectional associations between

parental knowledge, as well as a number of other parenting

behaviors (e.g., positive reinforcement, physical punish-

ment), and child conduct problems. Furthermore, child age

moderated the bidirectional relationship between low

parental knowledge and teacher-reported conduct prob-

lems, as these associations strengthened as child age

increased. These bidirectional findings may be interpreted

as evidence that increased parental knowledge deters ado-

lescents from conduct problems or that parents disengage

from the knowledge process as children continue to engage

in these behaviors during adolescence.

Whereas some studies have found significant cross-

lagged effects between parental monitoring and child

conduct problems, one study reported that these constructs

are related to each other longitudinally, but not because of

bidirectional effects (Kiesner et al. 2009). Rather, the links

between these constructs reflect the concurrent correlations

(i.e., at Time 1) and stability in these child and parent

behaviors. The authors posit that future studies need to

consider both the potential bidirectional effects and the

concurrent associations between parental monitoring and

child conduct problems. In sum, the majority of the

emerging evidence suggests that the influence of both

parents and children needs to be considered in studies of

parental knowledge and monitoring and child conduct

problems. Continued use of statistically sophisticated

techniques to more closely examine bidirectional associa-

tions is an essential direction for future research.

Contextual Influences on Parental Knowledge

and Monitoring

To fully understand the structure of the relationship

between parental knowledge and monitoring and child

conduct problems, these parenting behaviors must be

placed within broader contextual factors that influence

family functioning (Dishion and McMahon 1998). Build-

ing from Bronfenbrenner’s (1989) ecological model, these

contextual variables include ethnicity, sex of the child and

the parent, family demographics (e.g., socioeconomic sta-

tus (SES), marital status), and neighborhood characteris-

tics. Specifically, the importance of high levels of parental

knowledge and monitoring to deter children from conduct

problems may vary as a function of ethnicity, sex, and

family and neighborhood characteristics. Continued

examination of these contextual factors will help elucidate

the circumstances under which parental knowledge, solic-

itation, and control are particularly important.

The relationship between parental knowledge and

monitoring and child conduct problems has been docu-

mented in North American (e.g., Bailey et al. 2009;

DiClemente et al. 2001; Eaton et al. 2009; Fletcher et al.

2004; Laird and Marrero 2011; Laird et al. 2003a; Pettit

et al. 2007; Willoughby and Hamza 2011), European (e.g.,

Keijsers et al. 2010; Kerr and Stattin 2000, 2003a; Kerr

et al. 2010; Soenens et al. 2006; Stattin and Kerr 2000;

Vieno et al. 2009), and Australian samples (Hayes et al.

2003, 2004, 2007). Several researchers working with North

American samples have sought to determine whether these

findings hold across different ethnicities. The majority of

these studies have not found any significant differences,

instead noting more similarities than differences in parental

knowledge and monitoring between different ethnic groups

(Laird et al. 2010a; Pardini et al. 2008).

However, it is important to keep in mind that very few

studies on parental knowledge and monitoring have spe-

cifically examined ethnic differences. Studies with ethnic

minority populations generally tend to only investigate one

specific homogenous group (i.e., African American chil-

dren) as opposed to comparing diverse ethnicities (e.g.,

Kilgore et al. 2000; Klein et al. 2000; Richards et al. 2004).

Consistent with the broader literature, these studies indicate

that higher levels of parental knowledge and monitoring

are associated with lower levels of conduct problems

among African American children and adolescents. How-

ever, the vast majority of studies on parental knowledge

and monitoring have examined samples composed pri-

marily of Caucasian families. The inclusion of diverse

samples to fully examine similarities and differences in

these parenting behaviors among different ethnic groups is

a crucial direction for future research.

Of the few studies that have identified ethnic differ-

ences, African American parents have been found to

engage in less monitoring of their children and adolescents

(as measured by a combination of items assessing parental

knowledge, solicitation, and control) than Caucasian par-

ents (Pettit et al. 2007; Pinderhughes et al. 2008). In an

additional study, a problem behavior model in which

inadequate parental knowledge was hypothesized to influ-

ence both engagement in problem behavior (i.e., antisocial

behavior, poor academic performance, and substance use)
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and association with deviant peers was compared between

American Indian, Hispanic, and Caucasian 7th graders

(Barrera et al. 2001). The model showed relative consis-

tency across the three ethnic groups, with the exception of

a stronger link between parental knowledge and deviant

peer associations for American Indian adolescents than for

Hispanic and Caucasian adolescents. Differences in

parental monitoring of peers (a subtype of parental moni-

toring conceptualized as parental supervision and knowl-

edge of a child’s peers in addition to direct involvement in

child and peer activities) between African American and

Hispanic adolescents have also been examined (Dillon

et al. 2008). In this study, higher levels of parental moni-

toring of peers were related to lower levels of externalizing

behavior among African American adolescents; however,

parental monitoring of peers was unrelated to externalizing

behavior among Hispanic adolescents.

The sex of the child is frequently included in studies of

parental knowledge and monitoring. Several researchers

have reported that girls are monitored more than boys and

that parents are more knowledgeable about their daughters

than their sons (Dishion and McMahon 1998; Jacobson and

Crockett 2000; Keijsers et al. 2010; Kerr and Stattin 2000;

Laird et al. 2008; Laird et al. 2003a; Neumann et al. 2010;

Pettit et al. 2001; Richards et al. 2004; Smetana and Daddis

2002; Stattin and Kerr 2000; Vieno et al. 2009; Willoughby

and Hamza 2011). This finding may reflect broader social

concerns about girls’ exposure to and engagement in con-

duct problems and antisocial behavior (Pettit et al. 2007).

Stattin and Kerr have also indicated that girls tend to dis-

close to their parents more than boys. Additionally, boys

report greater decreases in parental knowledge over time

(across the high school years) as compared to girls

(Jacobson and Crockett 2000; Laird et al. 2003b). Despite

these mean differences observed between girls and boys,

several researchers have concluded that the overall pattern

of results is similar for both sexes (Kerr and Stattin 2000;

Kerr et al. 2010; Keijsers et al. 2010; Stattin and Kerr

2000). However, some studies have shown that parental

knowledge and monitoring are more strongly associated

with lower levels of delinquent behavior in girls than in

boys (Kerr et al. 2008; Pettit et al. 2001, 2007). This

finding may be because parents are more knowledgeable of

girls’ behavior and are therefore better able adjust their

level of monitoring accordingly. On the other hand, parents

may work less diligently to change boys’ conduct prob-

lems, since this behavior is viewed as more normative for

boys than for girls (Hinshaw and Lee 2003).

The sex of the parent has also been examined, and

significant differences in knowledge and monitoring

between mothers and fathers have been identified. Specif-

ically, mothers tend to be more knowledgeable about their

children’s lives than fathers (Crouter and Head 2002).

This finding is likely due to the traditional parental roles

held by mothers, who are often considered the parent pri-

marily responsible for the care of children. Mothers also

tend to communicate more frequently and openly with their

children, and as such are more likely to have knowledge of

children’s activities and peer groups than fathers. Addi-

tionally, sons perceive more knowledge and parental con-

trol from fathers whereas daughters perceive more of these

parenting behaviors from mothers (Vieno et al. 2009).

Adolescents are also generally more inclined to disclose to

their mother than to their father, again likely reflecting

traditional parenting roles (Keijsers et al. 2010; Smetana

et al. 2006).

In terms of family demographics, a number of studies

have identified that more knowledge is observed in high

SES and intact families (i.e., dual-parent households) as

compared to low SES and single-parent families (Crouter

and Head 2002; Kerns et al. 2001; Laird et al. 2003b;

Neumann et al. 2010; Pettit and Laird 2002). This finding

suggests that it may be particularly challenging for low

SES, single parents to be knowledgeable about children’s

activities, whereabouts, and peer associations. Barriers to

high levels of knowledge among these families include

isolation, limited financial resources, low social support,

and stress (Dishion and McMahon 1998; Pettit et al. 2001,

2007). A constellation of risk factors, including young

motherhood, low education level, psychological distress,

stressful life events, and economic hardship, is particularly

disruptive to knowledge processes (Klein et al. 2000).

Further examination of various family types suggests

differences in knowledge between biological and steppar-

ent families. Specifically, as compared to intact biological

families, stepfather families exhibit much lower levels of

parental knowledge; however, no significant difference in

overall parental knowledge is observed between biological

and stepmother families (Fisher et al. 2003). Parental

employment status is also related to parental knowledge,

especially among mothers. For mothers who work full

time, high levels of knowledge are associated with low

levels of adolescent problem behavior (i.e., delinquency

and sexual activity; Jacobson and Crockett 2000). High

levels of parental knowledge may therefore compensate for

low levels of direct supervision among mothers with full-

time employment. For fathers, high levels of work

demands and stress are related to low parental knowledge

and negative father–child relationships (Crouter and Head

2002).

Moving beyond these micro-level influences, the effect

of living in a high-risk, inner-city neighborhood (charac-

terized by high levels of poverty, crime and unemploy-

ment) has also been considered in studies of parental

knowledge and monitoring. It could be assumed that high

levels of knowledge and monitoring would be observed in
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high-risk neighborhoods, as these parenting behaviors

could protect children from the inherent dangers in these

areas (Dishion and McMahon 1998; Wilson 1980). In

support of this hypothesis, African American parents living

in urban areas report higher levels of parental knowledge

than those living in rural areas (Jones et al. 2003). Alter-

natively, it is possible that low levels of parental knowl-

edge and monitoring would be seen in high-risk

neighborhoods, as various emotional, social, and financial

stressors may interfere with effective parenting behaviors

(Ceballo and McLoyd 2002). Accordingly, living in high-

risk areas and attending high-risk schools (e.g., schools

with greater proportions of children living in poverty, poor

academic outcomes) have been shown to be risk factors for

low levels of parental knowledge (Laird et al. 2009;

Neumann et al. 2010) and monitoring (Kilgore et al. 2000).

Additionally, the link between low parental monitoring and

conduct problems is particularly strong for adolescents

living in high-risk neighborhoods who also spend a large

amount of unsupervised time with peers (Laird et al.

2010a). Overall, the results from a number of studies

indicate that parental knowledge and monitoring processes

may be particularly important but difficult to implement in

high-risk neighborhoods.

In conclusion, these contextual variables indicate spe-

cific situations where these parenting behaviors may be

most needed and beneficial. The findings summarized here

further suggest possible moderators of the relationship

between parental knowledge and monitoring and child

conduct problems (Menaghan 2003). Findings from these

moderation analyses will help inform preventive and

intervention techniques by identifying families most at risk

for experiencing barriers to high levels of parental knowl-

edge and effective parental monitoring. However, these

possible moderators are notably unstable, as results tend to

vary depending on the type of sampling and methodology

utilized. Replication of findings with these moderators is a

critical step for future research. Furthermore, when com-

paring multiple groups within a sample (e.g., different

ethnicities, sexes), it is important to determine whether the

measurement and structure of the construct are equivalent

across groups (i.e., invariance testing; Byrne et al. 1989;

Meredith 1993). Invariance testing with measures of

parental knowledge and monitoring is a crucial step to more

fully understand how these contextual factors influence

these parenting behaviors and if the findings reported in the

extant literature hold across different groups.

Antecedents of Parental Knowledge and Monitoring

Considering the large body of previous and current

research linking parental knowledge and monitoring to

child and adolescent conduct problems, several researchers

have turned their attention to examining the foundation of

these important parenting behaviors. It is clear that some

parents engage in high levels of parental monitoring while

other parents engage in ineffective or low levels of moni-

toring. An essential question for researchers involves dis-

covering the source(s) of this difference. Belsky’s (1984)

process model of the determinants of parenting posits that

individual parent and child characteristics directly influ-

ence parental functioning. In keeping with this model,

several factors have been implicated as early childhood

antecedents of parental knowledge and monitoring,

including parenting style, early child conduct problems,

child temperament, and parent–child relationship quality.

In several longitudinal studies, a proactive parenting

style has been shown to precede high levels of parental

knowledge (Pettit et al. 2001, 2007; Pettit and Laird 2002).

Proactive parenting is defined as the use of anticipatory

techniques to prevent children from developing later

problematic behavior. Parents who endorse this type of

parenting style take a ‘‘before-the-fact’’ approach to child

conduct problems, assuming that the development of early

positive behaviors will prevent the development of later

negative behaviors. The link between proactive parenting

and parental knowledge likely reflects broader parental

values that emphasize the importance of helping children

internalize societal standards and expectations regarding

behavior.

Early child conduct problems have been identified as

another antecedent of parental knowledge and monitoring.

It might be hypothesized that parents would respond to

these early conduct problems by increasing their efforts in

hopes of deterring children from continued negative

behavior. Alternatively, it could also be the case that par-

ents feel frustrated by these conduct problems and subse-

quently withdraw their efforts. These parents may ‘‘give

up’’ as they feel powerless to change this early pattern of

negative behavior. Several longitudinal studies have shown

that parental knowledge and monitoring decline in

response to early child conduct problems (Burke et al.

2008; Dishion et al. 2004; Kerr and Stattin 2003a; Kerr

et al. 2010; Laird et al. 2003a; Patrick et al. 2005; Pettit and

Laird 2002; Willoughby and Hamza 2011). High levels of

adolescent antisocial behavior at the beginning of high

school predict consistently low levels of parental knowl-

edge throughout high school (Laird et al. 2003b). These

findings suggest that parents are reacting to the behavior of

their children rather than acting to prevent the continuation

of these behavior problems.

Kerr and Stattin (2003a) found that child conduct

problems predicted a change in parenting behavior 2 years

later, such that parents engaged in less control, emotional

support, encouragement, and positive communication with
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their children as a result of high levels of this negative

behavior. The authors provided several explanations for

this change in parenting behavior following children’s

engagement in conduct problems. These explanations

include disapproval and disappointment leading parents to

withdraw emotional support, a desire to avoid the anxiety

and worry associated with knowing their children are

engaging in conduct problems, ignorance about the

behavior due to children’s ability to hide this information,

feeling unable to manage or change these behaviors, and

being intimidated by their children who are engaging in

these behaviors. In this study, a series of longitudinal path

models indicated the most support for parental feelings of

intimidation and futility resulting in less subsequent

parental monitoring.

Negative child behavior at home (i.e., defiance, low

disclosure, and off-task behavior) has also been shown to

predict lower parental monitoring efforts and more parental

feelings of worry and distrust 2 years later (Kerr et al.

2008). Kerr and colleagues found longitudinal evidence

that parents were responding to characteristics of their

children, such that parents monitored more when children

were open and warm and less when children were closed

and cold. In addition to the child characteristics of open-

ness and warmth, a resistant-to-control (RTC) temperament

as measured during kindergarten has also been identified as

an antecedent of low parental knowledge (Pettit et al.

2007). Children with this type of temperament are char-

acterized as being difficult to manage and failing to follow

parental directives to stop a particular behavior (Bates et al.

1998). Mothers of children with higher RTC reported a

steeper decline in their knowledge over time as compared

to mothers of children with lower RTC.

Additionally, parental knowledge, parental monitoring,

and child disclosure are often viewed as an outcome of the

broader parent–child relationship (Crouter and Head 2002;

Dishion and McMahon 1998; Laird et al. 2010b; Stattin

and Kerr 2000). The viewpoint emphasized in the literature

is that the knowledge and monitoring processes will only

be effective when they are conducted within the context of

a supportive and positive parent–child relationship (Barrera

et al. 2001; Kerr et al. 1999; Kerns et al. 2001; Pettit and

Laird 2002). In support of this argument, greater parental

knowledge is associated with more parent–adolescent

relationship enjoyment and more parental involvement

(Laird et al. 2003b). Furthermore, adolescent conduct

problems have been found to weaken the quality of the

parent–child relationship. These reductions, in turn, par-

tially mediated the relationship between low levels of

parental knowledge and high levels of adolescent conduct

problems.

In sum, several early parenting practices and child

characteristics have been identified as antecedents of high

levels of parental knowledge and monitoring. However,

additional research is needed to identify additional factors

that explain why some parents effectively engage in the

knowledge and monitoring processes whereas others do

not. Aside from determining the sources of these mean

level differences, it will also be important to examine the

developmental course of parental knowledge and moni-

toring. Although knowledge and monitoring decrease dur-

ing adolescence, the amount and timing of this decrease

vary widely among families (Laird et al. 2009). Examining

the predictors of this differential change over time is an

important direction for future research.

Clinical Implications of Research on Parental

Knowledge and Monitoring

Given that a lack of parental knowledge and monitoring

has been implicated as a risk factor for child and adolescent

conduct problems, it is particularly important to determine

how to help parents engage in effective levels of these

parenting behaviors. Further, since child and adolescent

disclosure plays a crucial role in the process of parental

monitoring, an additional intervention target may be

encouraging increased disclosure to parents. The extant

literature suggests several potential directions for clinical

interventions aimed at helping parents and children engage

more effectively in the knowledge and monitoring pro-

cesses. These avenues include increasing parental motiva-

tion to monitor, improving monitoring skills, helping

parents develop more proactive parenting skills, and

enhancing parent–child communication quality (Crouter

and Head 2002; Dishion and McMahon 1998; Kerr et al.

2010; Pettit et al. 2007; Soenens et al. 2006). Research

evidence also suggests that simply enhancing parental

solicitation and control may not be beneficial, as these

parenting behaviors may lead to higher levels of conduct

problems and negative feelings of being controlled among

children (Kerr and Stattin 2000, 2003a; Stattin and Kerr

2000). Rather, intervention programs targeting improve-

ment in parent–child relationship qualities may be more

effective (Hayes et al. 2007).

The Triple P-Positive Parenting Program (Sanders 1999;

Sanders et al. 2003) and Parent Management Training-

Oregon Model (PMTO; Patterson et al. 2010) are examples

of existing broad parenting interventions that target

improvements in parental monitoring. The goal of these

behavioral family intervention programs is to provide

parents with the support, strategies, and skills necessary to

enhance the general functioning of the family. Included in

these parenting skills is effective parental supervision and

monitoring, appropriate discipline, realistic expectations of

child behavior, and warm and supportive parent–child
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relationships. Several randomized controlled efficacy trials

with these programs have established that families receiv-

ing these interventions show significant improvements in

child behavior, parenting skills, and general family func-

tioning. Furthermore, findings from PMTO have showed

that improvements in parental monitoring and appropriate

discipline account for approximately three times as much

variance in child behavior problems when compared to

other parenting domains (Patterson 2005). Triple P and

PMTO are strong examples of the many broad parenting

programs that include improvements in parental monitor-

ing as one of the components included in the intervention.

However, dismantling studies are needed to determine

whether improvements in parental monitoring in particular

are an active ingredient in the effectiveness of these

programs.

In addition to these broader interventions, ‘‘Informed

Parents and Children Together’’ (ImPACT) is an inter-

vention program specifically designed to increase African

American parents’ knowledge about adolescent health risk

behaviors (i.e., substance use, sexual activity) (Li et al.

2002; Stanton et al. 2000). ImPACT is a home-based

intervention where parents and adolescents view a video

about parental knowledge and adolescent health risk

behaviors (i.e., substance use and sexual activity). After

viewing the video, parents and adolescents discuss the

content and role-play a particular vignette. Randomized

controlled trials evaluating this program indicated that

parent and adolescent agreement regarding adolescent

health risk behaviors is enhanced post-intervention. This

finding suggests that this intervention may be effective in

enhancing parental knowledge of adolescent behaviors.

Several intervention studies have also examined parental

monitoring as a mediator of program effects. For example, in

a randomized controlled trial with adolescents aged 11–15,

Multidimensional Family Therapy (MDFT; Liddle 2002)

demonstrated greater improvements in parental monitoring

and larger decreases in adolescent substance use as com-

pared to peer group therapy (Henderson et al. 2009).

Improvements in parental monitoring (as assessed during the

active phases of the intervention) mediated the association

between treatment condition and increased abstinence from

substance use. As an additional example, the Family Check-

Up (FCU; Dishion et al. 2003) is a brief, three-session

intervention that includes a family interview, assessment of

parental monitoring (as measured with a combination of

knowledge, solicitation and control items coded by observ-

ers), and a feedback session utilizing motivational inter-

viewing techniques and identifying additional services to

support improved family management strategies. Changes in

parental monitoring during the course of the intervention

mediated the association between intervention status (FCU

vs. control) and later substance use.

Improvements in parental monitoring have also been

included as a component of Multisystemic Therapy (MST;

Henggeler et al. 1986), a program that has been shown to be

effective in reducing child and adolescent delinquency. This

intervention elicits change in delinquency by targeting

multiple aspects of the social context (i.e., family, peers,

community) to promote prosocial behavior. Increased

parental monitoring is included as part of the family com-

ponent of MST and has been shown to lead to decreases in

delinquent behavior. Mediational models demonstrated that

improved parental monitoring predicted decreases in devi-

ant peer affiliations and delinquency, such that the sequence

progressed from increased monitoring to fewer associations

with deviant peers to lower adolescent delinquency (Huey

et al. 2000). Of note, the majority of studies published on

parental monitoring as a mediator of intervention effects

have focused on adolescent substance use and abuse or

other adolescent risk behaviors. There is clearly a great need

for more attention to conduct problems as the outcome of

interest in mediation studies with parental monitoring. The

examination of parental monitoring in meditational models

will continue to elucidate the potential causal role that this

parenting behavior has on child and adolescent conduct

problems. Future studies should continue to examine

parental monitoring as a change mechanism through which

prevention and intervention programs produce reductions in

problematic behavior in children and adolescents.

Overall, these clinical studies support the argument that

parental knowledge and monitoring processes are mallea-

ble and can be effectively targeted through intervention

programs. A promising area of clinical research includes

the use of technology, such as cell phones, to help parents

keep better track of their children (Weisskirch 2009). It

may be beneficial for intervention programs to consider

various modalities through which parental monitoring can

be delivered. Continued attention to experimental studies

and theory development is needed to fully inform clinical

prevention and intervention programs aimed at effecting

change in the process of parental monitoring.

Limitations of Existing Research and

Future Directions

Accumulating research on parental knowledge and moni-

toring over the past decade has provided a deeper under-

standing of how and why these parenting behaviors are

related to later child and adolescent conduct problems.

However, the majority of the research has continued to

only assess parental knowledge and not parental monitor-

ing. Therefore, much less is known about parental moni-

toring per se and how it is related to child conduct

problems. There are several additional limitations of the
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extant literature, including the use of inconsistent termi-

nology, measurement and methodology concerns, lack of a

developmental framework, and the relative sparseness of

research in some areas. These limitations suggest that there

are many unanswered questions regarding parental moni-

toring and its relationship to later child behavior. As the

field moves forward, consideration of these questions is

imperative to direct future research endeavors.

The terminology used to describe parental monitoring

varies widely. This paper has already discussed the con-

fusion between parental knowledge and parental monitor-

ing. In addition to this broader problem in the

conceptualization of this construct, the terms supervision,

behavioral control, parental monitoring behaviors and

parental monitoring efforts have all been used inter-

changeably with parental monitoring (Crouter and Head

2002). Many earlier studies used ‘‘supervision’’ in place of

‘‘monitoring,’’ and as a result the use of this term has been

especially criticized (Dishion and McMahon 1998).

‘‘Supervision’’ requires proximal contact between the child

and the parent, as the parent is present and actively

watching the child engage in some activity. However,

‘‘monitoring’’ involves a broader range of more distal

parental actions, including setting rules and tracking chil-

dren’s activities and whereabouts when outside of the

home environment. The use of different terms to describe

parental monitoring underscores the need for a precise and

consistent definition of this construct.

The difference between obtaining knowledge and

monitoring has also been the focus of much debate, as not

all methods of obtaining knowledge can be considered

‘‘monitoring’’ (Kerr et al. 2010; Stattin et al. 2010). For

example, some studies use ‘‘monitoring’’ to refer to

parental involvement in and supervision of children’s

activities outside of the home (Keijsers et al. 2010;

Waizenhofer et al. 2004). Parents who are intensely

involved in their child’s activities and spend a lot of time

with their child (e.g., attending sporting events, spending

time with the child and his/her friends) will be well

informed of their child’s behavior, peers, and whereabouts.

In these circumstances, the term ‘‘monitoring’’ may not be

appropriate because parents gain knowledge not through

child disclosure, control, or solicitation but through their

own presence at these activities. This argument suggests

that a more precise term, such as ‘‘parental involvement,’’

should be used to describe this parenting behavior.

Parental monitoring has also been used to describe the

process by which one parent exchanges information with

the other parent. This process is usually described as

fathers obtaining knowledge and information regarding

children’s activities from their wives (Crouter et al. 2005;

Waizenhofer et al. 2004). However, since one parent has

already obtained that information (through either child

disclosure or parent-driven efforts), using ‘‘monitoring’’ to

describe this sharing of information seems inaccurate. In

this instance, even though a father has obtained knowledge,

no new information regarding the child’s activities and

whereabouts has been gained. Therefore, Stattin et al.

(2010) have argued that parental activities that result in

knowledge must be differentiated from active parental

monitoring strategies of solicitation and control.

Following Stattin and Kerr’s (2000; Kerr and Stattin

2000) influential research, several authors have introduced

terminology in an effort to more accurately describe and

differentiate parental monitoring from parental knowledge.

One such term that has emerged is ‘‘monitoring knowl-

edge,’’ which is sometimes referred to as ‘‘monitoring-

relevant knowledge’’ (e.g., Hayes et al. 2004; Laird et al.

2003b). However, Stattin et al. (2010) have cautioned that

this term is imprecise and open to interpretation. For

instance, ‘‘monitoring knowledge’’ can be construed as the

knowledge that parents need to monitor their children. On

the other hand, this term may reflect the knowledge that

parents obtain from monitoring. The term is therefore

potentially misleading, as previous studies have consis-

tently shown that parental knowledge comes more from

child disclosure and less from parental active monitoring

efforts. Future research will greatly benefit from consistent,

precise terminology and an understanding of what parental

monitoring means. Researchers should be sure to clearly

operationalize their use of the term ‘‘parental monitoring’’

and to carefully describe the items composing the scale

used to measure monitoring. Parental monitoring should be

reserved for active tracking and surveillance behaviors of

parents (i.e., solicitation and control; Kerr et al. 2010;

Stattin and Kerr 2000), whereas parental knowledge or

awareness should be labeled ‘‘knowledge.’’

Coupled with this inconsistent terminology is the

inconsistent implementation of measures of parental mon-

itoring. Several different self-report measures of monitor-

ing have been employed in the literature, including the

Supervision/Involvement scale (Loeber et al. 1998) and the

Parental Monitoring Questionnaire (Dornbusch et al.

1985). Furthermore, several measures have been con-

structed from selected items of other measures (e.g., Laird

et al. 2003a; b; Pettit et al. 2001, 2007) and others were

created to address specific hypotheses (Kerr and Stattin

2000; Stattin and Kerr 2000). While these represent com-

mon ways to develop a measure, no research has been

conducted to determine whether these measures are valid

and reliable. Given the extensive use of such measures in

parental monitoring research, analysis of their psycho-

metric properties is greatly needed. Standardized and

consistent measurement of parental monitoring will also

help resolve some of the terminology issues inherent in this

research.
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The use of self-report measures to assess parental

monitoring has come under recent scrutiny, especially

given that reports of children and parents are remarkably

inconsistent (Crouter and Head 2002; De Los Reyes et al.

2010; Dishion and McMahon 1998; Keijsers et al. 2010;

Pettit et al. 2001). There is also some argument regarding

whether parent or child reports provide the most accurate

and unbiased account of parental monitoring (Fletcher

et al. 2004). Therefore, it is important that researchers

consider obtaining both parent and child reports of moni-

toring to examine potential similarities and differences

between these reporters. The use of measurement models

may be particularly helpful, and analyses with both child

and parent reports should use appropriate techniques to

account for measurement error.

Another method used to assess parental monitoring

includes examining the discrepancy between reports of the

child’s daily activities as provided by parents and children.

A discrepancy score is often obtained through nightly

telephone interviews, whereby higher scores indicate that

the reports were consistent (Crouter and Head 2002).

However, this measure has been criticized as a measure of

knowledge and not the active methods of monitoring

(Stattin et al. 2010). Regardless, if the focus can be shifted

to solicitation and control, this method of gathering infor-

mation from telephone conversations may be beneficial as

a means to capture daily variations in parental monitoring

as opposed to general impressions of overall monitoring

reflected in self-report measures.

De Los Reyes et al. (2010) have also assessed discrep-

ancies between parent and child reports through the use of

standardized difference scores created after participants

have completed self-report measures of parental solicita-

tion, parental knowledge, and child disclosure. To create

these scores, child and parent ratings were first converted

into z-scores and then subtracted from each other. The

authors suggest that these discrepancy scores, as opposed

to reflecting measurement error or reporter bias, may serve

as important predictors of later child adjustment. Specifi-

cally, discrepancies characterized by higher parent than

child ratings predicted higher levels of later child delin-

quency. Notably, this finding was not replicated when

individual child and parent reports were used as predictors

of later delinquency.

A large proportion of the studies examining parental

monitoring have been cross-sectional in nature, particularly

those published in the early part of this decade. However,

longitudinal methods are essential to fully understand how

this parenting behavior is associated with child conduct

problems over time. Additionally, some of the methods

used to assess these longitudinal relations have not been

particularly sound. For example, several studies have uti-

lized structural equation modeling, but the analyses have

been conducted with just-identified (i.e., saturated) models

(e.g., Kerr et al. 2008, 2010; Richards et al. 2004; Soenens

et al. 2006). In this type of model, all of the possible

connections between exogenous and endogenous variables

are estimated. In these instances, the estimates reproduce

the correlation matrix perfectly, and model fit statistics

therefore are not meaningful. The use of just-identified

models has been criticized as these models cannot be

rejected (and therefore the validity of the model cannot be

tested) and are typically not the most parsimonious repre-

sentation of the data (Kline 2005). These methodological

concerns indicate that the continued use of sophisticated

and rigorous longitudinal analyses is needed.

Furthermore, given the importance of examining how

parental monitoring changes over time, growth curve

models can be particularly informative. Laird et al. (2003a,

b) have employed a statistically sophisticated technique

known as autoregressive latent trajectory (ALT) models, in

which latent growth curves and cross-lagged correlation

models are combined (Bollen and Curran 2004; Curran and

Bollen 2001). This analysis allows for the examination of

growth or change in variables in addition to cross-lagged

effects, while controlling for this growth over time. These

models are useful given that cross-lagged effects may be

difficult to detect when stability in variables is high

(Kiesner et al. 2009). ALT models are particularly applicable

to the study of bidirectional effects because the researcher is

able to evaluate change in parent and child behavior over

time in addition to the possibility of reciprocal effects.

Additional methodological concerns include the use of

only two time points in longitudinal studies. To fully

understand how parental monitoring and child conduct

problems change over time, a longitudinal design incor-

porating several waves of data is needed. Consideration of

bidirectional effects is also crucial, given research pointing

to both parent and child effects on parental knowledge and

monitoring. In the future, researchers therefore need to

consider either incorporating cross-lagged effects in their

analyses or testing alternative models in which the direc-

tion of effects is reversed. Lastly, the vast majority of

studies have examined community samples. Much more

work is needed to recruit and incorporate high-risk and

clinical samples in studies of parental monitoring. It is

possible that monitoring may appear very different for

children who engage in clinically significant levels of

conduct problems as compared to children who exhibit

elevated but not clinical levels of this behavior (Capaldi

2003). This information may have far-reaching implica-

tions for the development of family-based interventions,

which may need to be altered depending on the child’s

level of conduct problems.

An additional limitation is the relative lack of a devel-

opmental framework. As is widely understood, parent and
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child behaviors change as children mature (Frick et al.

1999; Larson et al. 1996; Loeber 1982). Over time,

parental monitoring shifts from immediate supervision at

home in infancy and childhood to setting rules for unsu-

pervised time with peers in later childhood and adolescence

(Dishion and McMahon 1998). Additionally, the modality

with which parental monitoring is delivered varies with

age, as direct observation is more common with young

children whereas communication is key with adolescents.

In this way, monitoring processes move from proximal to

more distal strategies, and the measurement of these

behaviors needs to reflect this shift. These developmental

differences in the manifestation of parental monitoring

need to be explicitly modeled in future longitudinal studies

(Bailey et al. 2009).

There are also several areas of the parental monitoring

literature where research is relatively sparse. First, more

research is needed examining moderators and mediators of

the relationship between parental monitoring and child

conduct problems. Moderation and mediation analyses will

help elucidate the circumstances under which this rela-

tionship may be particularly strong as well as the mecha-

nisms underlying this association. Potential moderators

include the various contextual factors discussed earlier.

However, very few of these factors have been specifically

examined in a moderation analysis, and these statistical

tests are an important direction for future research. Some

potential mediators include parental motivation and ability

to implement effective parenting behaviors, parental psy-

chopathology, and child temperament (specifically, cal-

lous-unemotional traits), as evidence suggests that these

factors are related to parenting behaviors and child conduct

problems (Jones et al. 2003; Lahey et al. 1988; Pettit and

Laird 2002; Wootton et al. 1997). Furthermore, children

with conduct problems also frequently display differing

co-occurring disorders, such as attention-deficit/hyper-

activity disorder (ADHD; Hinshaw and Lee 2003). The

potential role of these comorbid disorders has been largely

ignored in the literature, but may play a role in how

responsive children are to increased levels of parental

monitoring (Burke et al. 2008). For instance, children with

high levels of impulsivity and other characteristics of ADHD

may be less sensitive to parental monitoring, thereby ren-

dering this parenting behavior less effective. Consideration

of these comorbid diagnoses and other associated behavior

problems is needed to determine how parents can effectively

engage in parental monitoring in a way that is tailored to the

individual characteristics of children.

Second, more research is needed examining the ante-

cedents of parental monitoring. Several studies have

already suggested potential antecedents; however, addi-

tional factors need to be explored to provide a compre-

hensive understanding of how parental monitoring

develops. Furthermore, the vast majority of studies on

parental monitoring have examined adolescent samples,

and therefore little is known about the early childhood

factors associated with the development of this parenting

behavior.

Third, very few studies have considered the broader

family context. Parental monitoring is considered to be a

component of a long-standing system of family interac-

tions, yet only a handful of studies have considered how

this context affects parental knowledge and monitoring

(Dishion and McMahon 1998; Kerr et al. 1999; Pettit and

Laird 2002; Stattin and Kerr 2000). In this regard, studies

need to consider that these parenting behaviors are likely

associated with several family factors, including relation-

ship quality, conflict, warmth, and involvement. Further-

more, the entire family context needs to be examined, and

as such, future research should attempt to include mothers

and fathers as well as siblings and other important family

members (Crouter and Head 2002). Future research also

needs to focus on incorporating bidirectional associations

between parental monitoring and child behavior in order to

document these family interactions.

In terms of clinical studies, there is a relative lack of

research evaluating parental monitoring as an intervention

target. Dismantling studies are needed to fully explore

whether changes in parental monitoring are an active

ingredient in the effectiveness of these intervention pro-

grams. Additional attention needs to be paid to mediation

models within these studies to explore the potential causal

role of improved parental monitoring in the prevention and

treatment of child conduct problems. Increased use of

randomized controlled trials is also needed to fully exam-

ine the effectiveness of these intervention programs tar-

geting parental monitoring. Overall, these four areas

indicate crucial directions for future research. Examination

of these areas will generate a deeper understanding of

parental monitoring and may suggest potential targets for

clinical interventions.

Conclusion

In the decade following publication of Stattin and Kerr’s

seminal papers (2000; Kerr and Stattin 2000), the field has

seen an upsurge of research on parental knowledge and

monitoring. These studies have greatly enhanced the field’s

understanding of these parenting behaviors and have con-

tinued to document the relationship between parental

knowledge and monitoring and child and adolescent conduct

problems. However, several important terminology and

methodology issues need to be clarified in future studies.

This area of research will greatly benefit from consistent

definitions and operationalizations of parental monitoring.
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Furthermore, in contrast to parental knowledge, the struc-

ture, development, correlates, and consequences of parental

monitoring are still not well understood. Research is needed

to examine parental monitoring separately from parental

knowledge in order to more fully understand this parenting

behavior. Additional areas that need to be addressed in future

studies include the following: (a) antecedents of parental

monitoring; (b) contextual influences on this parenting

behavior, with specific attention to the broader family sys-

tem; and (c) bidirectional associations between monitoring

and child and adolescent conduct problems. Continued

empirical work in these areas will help inform therapeutic

strategies that can be employed to prevent the development

and growth of child and adolescent conduct problems.
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