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Abstract
Over the last few years, the protective role of parental monitoring on adolescent adjustment (i.e., active parental efforts
aimed at setting limits and tracking adolescents’ activities and whereabouts) has been challenged. Recent research has shifted
attention to the conditions under which monitoring may be more or less effective. Grounded in Self-Determination Theory,
this study investigated the role of parents’ autonomy-supportive and psychologically controlling parenting in effects of
parental monitoring on adolescents’ adjustment. It also considered the role of adolescents’ clinical status (i.e., clinically
referred vs non-referred). Adopting a person-centered approach, we aimed to identify naturally occurring profiles of
monitoring, autonomy-support, and psychological control and to examine differences between these profiles in terms of life
satisfaction, positive affect, and internalizing and externalizing problems. Participants included 218 referred (Mage= 14.44,
56% girls) and 218 matched adolescents from a larger sample of 1056 community (Mage= 14.83, 52.9% girls). Multigroup
Latent Profile Analyses revealed five parenting profiles which were structurally equivalent in both samples: high monitoring
with either high autonomy support or high psychological control, low monitoring with either high autonomy-support or high
psychological control, and an average profile. Referred youth were significantly more present in the average profile and in
the profiles characterized by high levels of psychological control. As hypothesized, profiles showed a differential association
with adolescents’ self-reported adjustment, with the high monitoring—high autonomy support profile yielding the most
optimal and the low monitoring—high psychological control profile yielding the worst outcomes. Associations between
profiles and outcomes were similar for referred and non-referred adolescents. These findings highlight the importance of
considering the parenting climate (i.e., autonomy-supportive versus psychologically controlling) to understand effects of
parental monitoring during adolescence.

Introduction

During the adolescent years, youth increasingly spend more
time on their own or with their peers (Larson et al. 1996).
As a result, parents have fewer opportunities to directly

supervise their offspring and parental monitoring becomes
increasingly important. Parental monitoring refers to “a set
of parenting behaviors involving attention to and tracking of
the child’s whereabouts, activities, and adaptations”
(Dishion and McMahon 1998, p. 61). For instance, parental
monitoring entails asking an adolescent about what s/he did
after school, talking with other adults (e.g., teachers) about
the adolescent’s behavior, or checking at what time the
adolescent comes home after a party (Barber 1996).

In spite of the commonly held belief that active parental
monitoring plays a protective role against engagement in
antisocial behavior, drug taking, alcohol misuse, or deviant
peer association, observed associations between active
monitoring and problem behavior are small at best (see
Racz and McMahon 2011 for a review). This observation
raises the question whether active monitoring may be
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effective in reducing problem behaviors and fostering well-
being under some conditions but not in others. The present
study aims to shed light on this issue by examining whether
the more general parenting climate may help to explain
under which conditions monitoring relates to adolescents’
problem behavior and well-being. That is, grounded in Self-
Determination Theory (Ryan and Deci 2017), this study
sought to examine the role of adolescents’ perceived
autonomy-supportive and psychologically controlling par-
enting in effects of monitoring, thereby also examining
whether these styles play a (dis)similar role in referred and
non-referred youth.

Active Parental Monitoring

Parental monitoring has long been regarded as a key factor
in reducing adolescents’ risk for behavioral problems (e.g.,
Dishion and McMahon 1998; Steinberg et al. 1994).
Monitoring has also been linked to lower risk for depression
and anxiety (Yap et al. 2014), although these associations
are less commonly studied. However, a seminal set of stu-
dies conducted by Stattin and Kerr (2000) and Kerr and
Stattin (2000) caused a turning point in the monitoring lit-
erature by challenging the supposed protective role of par-
ental monitoring. Stattin and Kerr (2000) criticized the
typical assessment of parental monitoring, which was most
often operationalized as the extent to which parents are
knowledgeable of their child’s whereabouts, activities, and
friendships (i.e., parental knowledge), instead of measuring
the set of active parenting behaviors assumed to be central
to parental monitoring (e.g., tracking and supervision;
Dishion and McMahon 1998). This inaccurate oper-
ationalization led to misinterpretations of the association
between parental monitoring and adolescents’ problem
behavior. Stattin and Kerr (2000) found that the most
important source of parental knowledge is not active par-
ental monitoring as such but adolescents’ spontaneous dis-
closure of information. As a result, negative associations
between parental knowledge and problem behaviors pri-
marily reflect ‘child effects’ (with better adjusted adoles-
cents disclosing more information to parents) instead of
‘socialization effects’, where parents’ active monitoring
efforts would protect adolescents against problem behaviors
(Laird et al. 2003).

Because measures of parental knowledge do not ade-
quately represent the concept of parental monitoring, the
question remains whether parents’ active efforts to monitor
their adolescents’ behavior (i.e., the conceptualization of
monitoring central in this paper) do yield any benefits. Since
Stattin and Kerr’s critical analysis of the monitoring lit-
erature, research has increasingly made use of more ade-
quate measures of monitoring that tap into active tracking
and supervision of adolescents’ whereabouts. However,

most studies relying on such measures found limited evi-
dence for the protective role of active parental monitoring
(e.g., Hamza and Willoughby 2011; Keijsers et al. 2010;
Kerr and Stattin 2000) and some even linked it to more
problematic behaviors (e.g., Kerr et al. 2010; Lansford et al.
2018). Given these inconsistent findings, research has
begun to examine conditions under which active monitoring
might be more or less effective in fostering adolescents’
psychosocial adjustment. For instance, studies considered
the interplay of active monitoring with families’ socio-
demographic background and context (e.g., SES and
neighborhood safety; Bacchini et al. 2011; Rekker et al.
2017), with adolescents’ peer context (Musci et al. 2015),
with adolescent characteristics such as gender (e.g., Kincaid
et al. 2012; Villarreal and Nelson 2018) and personality-
based or temperamental traits (e.g., Crocetti et al. 2016;
Mann et al. 2015; Thompson et al. 2015), and even with
genetic markers of susceptibility to environmental influ-
ences (e.g., Salvatore et al. 2015; Trucco et al. 2016).

However, few studies to date addressed the role of the
more general parenting climate in which active monitoring
efforts take place. This is unfortunate because the functional
role of specific parenting practices (such as monitoring)
may be affected by characteristics of the broader parenting
climate (Darling and Steinberg 1993). Accordingly, there is
a need to investigate parents’ style of interacting with their
adolescent child as a critical condition to explain the
effectiveness of parental monitoring. One key dimension of
parenting with strong relevance in adolescence is the degree
to which parents interact with their child in autonomy-
supportive (versus more controlling) ways (Soenens et al.
2018).

Parental Monitoring in the Context of Autonomy-
relevant Parenting

The concept of autonomy-supportive parenting is central to
Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan and Deci 2017), a
general theory on motivation, well-being, and social
adjustment. According to this theory, people have three
basic psychological needs that are essential to psychological
growth, mental health, and adaptive behavior, that is, the
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan
and Deci 2017; Vansteenkiste and Ryan 2013). Autonomy
refers to the need to experience psychological freedom and
to enact behaviors with a sense of authenticity and volition.
Relatedness concerns to the need to feel socially connected
and cared by significant others. Finally, the need for com-
petence involves the experience of effectiveness and profi-
ciency in achieving one’s goals. Research has convincingly
demonstrated that need satisfaction relates positively to
adolescents’ psychosocial adjustment, as indexed by vital-
ity, positive affect, and life satisfaction, (e.g., Costa et al.
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2016; Rodríguez-Meirinhos et al. 2019; Soenens et al.
2019). However, frustration of these needs would render
individuals prone to ill-being and maladjustment (Van-
steenkiste and Ryan 2013). In this regard, studies have
found that need frustration, which manifests in feelings of
pressure and coercion (autonomy frustration), failure and
inadequacy (competence frustration), and loneliness and
social alienation (relatedness frustration) is associated with
adolescents’ maladjustment, including externalizing pro-
blems, anxiety, and depressive symptoms (Costa et al.
2016; Inguglia et al. 2018; Rodríguez-Meirinhos et al.
2019).

During adolescence, socializing figures (including par-
ents) play a crucial role in meeting or frustrating these
critical needs (Grolnick et al. 1991; Joussemet et al. 2008),
with autonomy-relevant parenting being particularly
important (Soenens et al. 2018). In SDT, need-supportive
and need-thwarting parent-child interactions are typically
featured by two autonomy-relevant parenting dimensions,
that is autonomy support and psychological control. An
autonomy-supportive style facilitates psychological need
satisfaction, and satisfaction of the need for autonomy in
particular (Soenens et al. 2018). It allows adolescents to
experience a sense of volition, for instance, through
encouraging initiative, building in desired choices, validat-
ing their feelings and perspectives, providing meaningful
rationales when choices are constrained, and avoiding the
use of controlling language (Joussemet et al. 2008). In
contrast, controlling parenting, which is pressuring and
domineering in nature (Grolnick and Pomerantz 2009), is
likely to actively thwarts children’s psychological needs,
giving rise, in particular, to feelings of pressure and coer-
cion (Soenens et al. 2018). One form of controlling par-
enting studied extensively in adolescence is psychological
control (Barber 1996). Psychologically controlling parents
rely on intrusive and manipulative tactics such as love
withdrawal, guilt induction, disappointment, or shaming to
impose their own perspective and demand obedience and
conformity with their expectations (Grolnick and Pomerantz
2009; Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2010). When approached
in a controlling way, adolescents have no other choice than
to act, think, or feel in parent-prescribed ways.

Because of their differential associations with the basic
psychological needs, autonomy-supportive and controlling
parenting relate differently to adolescents’ adjustment, with
autonomy-supportive parenting contributing to well-being
(Joussemet et al. 2008; Soenens et al. 2018; Vasquez et al.
2016) and with controlling parenting increasing risk for
problem behaviors (Grolnick and Pomerantz 2009; Pinquart
2017a, 2017b; Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2010). More-
over, these parenting styles are assumed to alter the effec-
tiveness of other parenting practices (such as rule-setting
and monitoring). While adolescents would be more inclined

to accept and endorse parental practices that are conveyed in
an autonomy-supportive parenting climate, they would be
less likely to do so and even more likely to defensively react
against parental practices within a more controlling climate
(Ryan and Deci 2017). Research has indeed shown that an
autonomy-supportive style when introducing rules is related
to better internalization (Soenens et al. 2009), more willing
compliance (Laurin and Joussemet 2017), and stronger
legitimacy beliefs about parental authority (Van Petegem
et al. 2017). When regulations are introduced in autonomy-
supportive ways, adolescents are more likely to see the
value of these guidelines, feel more volitionally inclined to
comply with them, and experience greater psychological
need satisfaction while doing so (Vansteenkiste et al. 2018).
Conversely, setting limits in a controlling way has been
found to hinder internalization and to even elicit opposi-
tional defiance to the parents’ rules (Vansteenkiste et al.
2014).

Because autonomy-supportive and controlling parental
styles play a role in the developmental outcomes associated
with specific parental practices, an investigation of these
styles may also help to clarify when active parental mon-
itoring is effective and when it is not (Enzle and Anderson
1993). As such, it is important to examine combinations of
active monitoring and autonomy-relevant parenting. Based
on the combination of what parents do (or not do) to reg-
ulate the child´s behavior (i.e., high or low monitoring) and
how parents follow up on these regulations (i.e., autonomy-
supportive or controlling style), Soenens and Vansteenkiste
(2010) hypothesized at least four possible combinations.
That is, parents can inquire about children’s whereabouts in
a more autonomy-supportive or pressuring way. When
adopting an autonomy-supportive stance, parents curiously
wonder about children’s whereabouts, thereby respecting
children’s rhythm of disclosing information, and validating
any resistance to do so. Also, they would give meaningful
rationales for their monitoring efforts, for instance, by
expressing their care and concern. With such an autonomy-
supportive parental style, adolescents are more likely to
perceive parental authority as legitimate, with this percep-
tion contributing to the effectiveness of parental monitoring
(Keijsers and Laird 2014; LaFleur et al. 2016). Conversely,
if parents adopt a controlling approach, they engage in more
intrusive and meddlesome practices. In a Big Brother-like
fashion, they would convey a sense of distrust and suspi-
ciously intervene in issues that adolescents consider as more
personal. To enforce cooperation and disclosure, they may
make use of guilt-tricks, bribes, or sarcasm. With such a
controlled style, parental monitoring is likely to be less
effective because parental monitoring elicits resistance and
even backfires (i.e., relates to increased rather than
decreased problem behaviors) when adolescents feel pres-
sured by parents (Tilton-Weaver et al. 2013). Even in the
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absence of active monitoring, parents may adopt an
autonomy-supportive or controlling approach. In the case of
low monitoring and high autonomy support, children may
get the impression that they enjoy the freedom to do
whatever they want. However, in the case of low monitor-
ing with high control parents may come across as unpre-
dictable and hostile. These parents may fail to follow up on
agreements, yet, be prone to emotional outbursts where they
attack the child for unclearly communicated rules and
expectations.

To date, few (if any) studies have directly attempted to
identify these four hypothesized profiles and to examine
their differential associations with youth problematic
behavior and well-being. Yet, there is indirectly relevant
evidence for the assumed role of autonomy-relevant com-
munication in effects of monitoring.

A number of studies have documented how the amount
and style of regulating adolescent behavior are distinct
constructs (e.g., Grolnick et al. 2014; Soenens et al. 2009)
that operate in tandem to influence adolescent behavior.
For instance, Caron et al. (2006) reported that setting
limits, providing consequences, and monitoring the
child’s behavior related to fewer behavioral problems, yet
only in combination with low psychological control.
Similarly, Sher-Censor et al. (2015) showed that parental
communication of expectations for behavior related only
to lower internalizing and externalizing problems when
expectations were communicated in an autonomy-
supportive fashion. Likewise, Farkas and Grolnick
(2010) found that the combination of parental autonomy
support with the provision of consistent expectations as
well as feedback about rule-related behaviors related to
greater academic engagement.

While previous research indirectly points to the potential
role of autonomy-relevant parenting in effects of parental
monitoring, no study to date has explicitly investigated how
perceived monitoring practices co-occur with autonomy
support and psychological control within families. In this
regard, person-centered analyses offer a natural and elegant
approach to identify parenting profiles combining the
degree of monitoring with the style of parenting and to
investigate whether adolescents report different levels of
psychosocial adjustment depending on their parents’ per-
ceived profile.

Monitoring in Referred and Non-referred
Adolescents

Most research on effects of active parental monitoring has
relied on samples of adolescents from the general popula-
tion, with only few studies including adolescents at risk for
psychopathology. This is an important lacuna in the litera-
ture because adolescents’ risk status may be another factor,

next to parents’ autonomy-relevant parenting, that co-
determines the effectiveness of active parental monitoring.
Moreover, psychological problems are common in adoles-
cence and more prevalent than in other developmental
periods (Costello et al. 2011).

In this context, Dishion et al. (2003) suggested that
active parental monitoring may come with greater benefits
for adolescents who are at higher risk of problem behavior.
However, evidence supporting this hypothesis is indirect
and limited. For instance, Laird et al. (2010) found that
parental solicitation related to reduced antisocial behavior
among adolescents spending more unsupervised time, but
not among those who spent less time unsupervised. Ahmad
et al. (2015) also showed that, among boys, adolescent
disclosure of information was related to lower norm-
breaking behavior, but only when mothers were high on
control (i.e., parental communication of rules and limit-
setting), thereby concluding that parental regulation may be
more effective among adolescents living in challenging
contexts.

Few studies have directly investigated the role of active
parental monitoring in problem behavior among adolescents
exhibiting behavioral or emotional disorders. Two excep-
tions are the intervention studies by Tiernan et al. (2015)
and Ewing et al. (2015). Both studies showed mixed results,
however. While Tiernan et al. (2015) found, in a sample of
adolescents exhibiting antisocial behavior, that increases in
parental monitoring were associated with reduced levels of
antisocial behavior, Ewing et al. (2015) found, in a sample
of youth using alcohol and drugs, no significant association
with marijuana use. Although evidence is somewhat
inconclusive, scholars thus tend to assume that adolescents
at risk for psychopathology would benefit most from being
monitored more closely.

Some authors even argued that a controlling or pressur-
ing approach would also be more beneficial for at-risk
adolescents. For instance, Mason et al. (1996) argued (yet
did not provide conclusive evidence) that youths with
deviant behaviors benefit more from at least moderate levels
of behavioral and psychological control. This argument
contradicts predictions derived from SDT, according to
which controlling (i.e., pressuring and domineering) par-
enting behaviors threatens adolescents’ psychological need
for autonomy (Joussemet et al. 2008). Because autonomy is
a universally important need (Ryan and Deci 2017), SDT
assumes that parental autonomy support is beneficial for all
adolescents, whereas psychological control increases risk
for maladjustment for all adolescents (Soenens et al. 2018).
A few studies, provided preliminary evidence for the notion
that autonomy-relevant parenting has similar effects in at-
risk and community adolescents. For instance, Van Petegem
et al. (2015) reported that controlling parenting elicited
defiant and rebellious reactions among both referred and
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non-referred adolescents. Likewise, in an experimental
study, Savard et al. (2013) demonstrated that adolescent
girls with behavioral or emotional problems found a tedious
yet important clinical workshop more valuable and less
irritating when introduced in an autonomy-supportive way.
However, these studies did not include a comparative,
matched control-group. Hence, it remains unclear whether
effects of monitoring and autonomy-relevant parenting
practices would be different in referred adolescents com-
pared to non-referred youth. An examination of this ques-
tion is critical because there are conflicting hypotheses in
the literature about the degree to which adolescents’ risk
status could moderate effects of parental monitoring and
controlling parenting. Research on monitoring-relevant
dynamics also has strong applied value for intervention
programs that better inform parents about beneficial ways of
monitoring their adolescent’s whereabouts.

Current Study

This study aimed to examine how active parental mon-
itoring is related to adolescents’ psychosocial adjustment
and to contextualize effects of parental monitoring by
examining the interplay with perceived autonomy-
supportive and controlling parenting. This study focused
on adolescents’ perceptions of monitoring and autonomy-
relevant parenting because these perceptions ultimately
play a more important role in their well-being and behavior
than parents’ actual or intended behaviors (Lamborn et al.
1991). Adopting a person-centered approach, the first aim
was to identify distinct parenting profiles based on the
combination of perceived monitoring, autonomy support,
and psychological control using a mixed sample of clini-
cally referred and non-referred adolescents. Specifically, it
was expected that both the presence and the absence of
monitoring could co-occur in combination with a more
autonomy-supportive and a more controlling parenting
style, thereby producing four parenting profiles (i.e.,
Hypothesis 1). Second, the generalizability of the identi-
fied parenting profiles across referred and non-referred
adolescents was investigated. To do so, the similarity in
the obtained profile solution was tested both in terms of its
characterization (i.e., number of retained profiles;
description of profiles) as well as in terms of the dis-
tribution of referred and non-referred individuals across
the profiles. Overall, it was anticipated that the structure of
the parenting profiles would be similar in the referred and
non-referred youth (Hypothesis 2a). Yet, the distribution
of referred and non-referred youth was expected to differ
across the identified parenting profiles. Previous research
suggests that parents tend to reduce their monitoring
efforts (Kerr and Stattin 2003) and to engage in more

controlling practices when youth display more behavioral
or emotional problems (Pinquart et al. 2017a, 2017b).
Confronted with an adolescent’s enduring problematic
behavior (as in the case of referred youth), parents may
give up on attempts to still regulate the adolescent’s
behavior. When parents do intervene, their feelings of
stress and anger make them prone to engage in more
controlling parenting strategies (Mackler et al. 2015; Put-
nick et al. 2008). Thus, a greater proportion of referred
adolescents in profiles characterized by low monitoring
and high psychological control was expected (Hypothesis
2b). Third, it was examined whether adolescents belonging
to different profiles would differ in terms of their psy-
chosocial adjustment and whether these relations were
(dis)similar for referred and non-referred adolescents.
Considering the benefits associated with parental auton-
omy support and the costs associated with psychological
control, it was hypothesized that individuals in the profiles
high on autonomy support would report greater psycho-
logical wellbeing (i.e., life satisfaction and positive affect)
and lower externalizing and internalizing problems. The
opposite pattern of outcomes was expected in the profiles
high on psychological control (Hypothesis 3a). Because
the current study is among the first to formally compare
effects of monitoring profiles between referred and non-
referred adolescents and there are conflicting hypotheses in
literature, the moderating role of adolescents’ risk status
was examined in a more exploratory fashion (Research
Question 3b).

Methods

Participants

This study included a mixed sample of clinically referred
and non-referred adolescents. The clinical subsample
comprised 218 adolescents between 12 and 17 years of
age (M= 14.44, SD= 1.64, 56% girls) that were referred
to Child and Adolescent Mental Health services in the
Southern region of Spain. Most participants were enrolled
in school (96.3%), following compulsory secondary
education (80.5%), post-secondary education (9.5%), and
professional training (10%). As for family structure,
70.6% lived in two-parent families, 17% were from
single-parent families, or 9.6% reconstituted families, and
the remaining 2.8% lived with extended relatives who
assumed the parental role. Participants’ family socio-
economic status (SES) was measured by the Family
Affluence Scale (FASII; Boyce et al. 2006), which indi-
cated a representative range of low (22.5%; 0–3), middle
(53.2%; 4–6), and high (24.3%; 7–9) family SES (M=
5.11, SD= 1.92, range= 0–9).
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The non-referred group consisted of 1056 community
adolescents from 12 to 17 years (M= 14.83, SD= 1.55,
52.9% girls). All participants were enrolled in school,
following compulsory secondary education (74.3%),
post-secondary education (22.5%), and professional
training (3.2%). As for family structure, the majority
came from two-parent families (83.6%), whereas the
remaining participants lived in single-parent families
(9%), in reconstituted families (5.4%), or with other
relatives (1.7%). Based on the FASII, 9.1% had low,
44.2% middle, and 46.7% high family SES (M= 6.16,
SD= 1.85, range= 1–9).

Participants of both groups were individually matched.
Each participant in the referred group was matched with a
randomly selected adolescent from the non-referred group
that had the same gender, age category (12–14 or 15–17
years old), family structure, and family SES. Through this
procedure, two comparable groups of 218 referred and 218
non-referred adolescents were produced. These groups did
not differ in terms of gender, χ²(1)= 0.00, p > 0.05, age, t
(434)= 0.89, p > 0.05, family structure, χ²(1)= 0.00, p >
0.05, or family SES, χ²(1)= 0.00, p > 0.05, indicating that
the matching was successful.

Procedure

Referred adolescents were recruited via 12 Child and
Adolescent Mental Health facilities of the public health
system in the Southern region of Spain according to a quota
sampling procedure. At the first stage, 522 potential eligi-
ble participants meeting the selection criteria (aged
between 12 and 17 years, living with his/her families
instead of residing in an institution, not enduring a psy-
chotic episode or outbreak, and not being intellectually
disabled) were identified. As the aim was to select a sample
that represented the diversity of adolescents that attend
mental health services, eligible participants were then
classified into 24 mutually exclusive sub-groups according
to their gender (boys and girls), age (12–14 or 15–17 years
old), primary referral problem (externalizing, internalizing,
or other social, attentional, and thought problems), and the
higher parental educational level (basic education: primary,
secondary school and medium professional training; or
higher education: high-school degree, high professional
training, and university). The same number of participants
(n= 10) was assigned to each of the 24 subgroups (2 ×
gender, 2 × age, 3 × primary referral problem, and 2 × par-
ents’ educational level). At the second stage, 287 randomly
chosen parents were contacted to provide consent for the
participation of their adolescent. Seven sub-groups had less
than 10 eligible participants. The acceptance rate was
75.96% (57 parents and 12 adolescents turned down
participation).

Non-referred adolescents were recruited from 12 high-
schools located in the same areas as the Mental Health
facilities. Schools were selected according to the size of the
municipality (<30.000 or ≥30.000 inhabitants for small and
larger municipalities, respectively), the annual average per
capita income of the school area (<21.966€ for low income
areas and ≥21.966€ for higher income areas), and the type
of school (public or private).

Trained psychologists of the research team administered
questionnaires. Referred adolescents filled them in the clin-
ical settings while non-referred did it during school hours.

Measures

Parenting dimensions

A combination of scales and subscales was used to measure
adolescents’ perceptions of the parenting behavior. Auton-
omy support was assessed with a 7-item version (Soenens
et al. 2007) of the autonomy support scale of the Percep-
tions of Parent Scale (Grolnick et al. 1991; e.g., “My par-
ents allow me to decide things for myself”). Active
monitoring was measured with the 8-item Parental Mon-
itoring of Behavior subscale from the Parental Regulation
Scale—Youth Self-Report (Barber 2002; Soenens et al.
2006; e.g., “My parents ask me questions about how I am
behaving outside the home”). Psychological control was
tapped with the 8-item Psychological Control Scale—Youth
Self-Report (Barber 1996; e.g., “My parents often interrupt
me”). Items were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alphas were 0.85, 0.86,
and 0.90 for autonomy support, monitoring, and psycho-
logical control, respectively.

Externalizing and internalizing problems

The scales for internalizing (31 items regarding anxious-
depressed, withdrawn-depressed and somatic complaints)
and externalizing (32 items regarding rule-breaking beha-
vior and aggressive behavior) problems of the Youth Self
Report (Achenbach and Rescorla 2001) were administered
to measure adolescents’ emotional and behavioral pro-
blems. Participants rated items on a scale from 0 (not true)
to 2 (very true or often true), according to the behavior
displayed over the last six months. Cronbach’s alphas were
0.90 and 0.90 for internalizing and externalizing problems,
respectively.

Life satisfaction

Satisfaction with one’s life was measured with the 5-item
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al. 1985;
Spanish validation by Atienza et al. 2000). Items (e.g., “I
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am satisfied with my life”) were rated on a scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.89.

Positive affect

The extent to which participants have felt enthusiastic,
active, and alert over the past week was measured with the
10-item positive affect subscale of the Positive and Nega-
tive Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al. 1988; Spanish
validation by López-Gómez et al. 2015). Items, each one
describing a positive emotional state (e.g., “interested”),
were rated on a scale from 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5
(extremely). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89.

As participants were Spanish speaking, measures that
were originally developed in English and had not been
previously validated in this language were translated using a
forward-backward translation procedure. First, measures
were translated from English to Spanish by two researchers
fluent in both languages. Afterwards, an independent
researcher, also fluent in English and Spanish, translated the
resulting items back to English to examine the accuracy of
the translation. Discrepancies were discussed until an
agreement on the final wording was reached.

Strategy of Analysis

Latent Profile Analysis (LPA) was conducted to identify
profiles of parenting based on three manifest indicators, that
is autonomy support, psychological control, and active
monitoring (Hypothesis 1). Manifest indicators were cal-
culated as mean scores of the items measuring each par-
enting dimension. Starting with a single solution and
sequentially increasing the number of profiles, several
nested LPA models (5000 initial random starts, 100 itera-
tions, and 500 optimizations) were estimated separately for
each sample. To determine the optimal number of profiles,
each model was compared against the model containing one
profile less using a combination of fit statistics, interpret-
ability, distinctiveness, and size of the profiles. Fit indices
included the Akaike and the Bayesian Information Criteria
(AIC and BIC), the sample-sized adjusted BIC (aBIC), the
entropy, and the Parametric Bootstrapped Likelihood Ratio
Test (BLRT). Smaller AIC, BIC and ABIC values indicate
better fit. Entropy values approaching 1 suggests better
classification. The BLRT compares the model k profiles to a
model with k-1 profiles, and a significant p value suggests
that the addition of one more profile led to a significant
improvement in model fit.

Multigroup LPA (MLPA; using the KNOWNCLASS
option) was conducted to test the similarity of the identified
latent parenting profiles across the referred and non-
referred samples. Following Olivera-Aguilar and Rikoon

(2018), to investigate equivalence in the structure of the
profiles (Hypothesis 2a), a semi-constrained model (i.e.,
means and variances of the profile constituting indicators
constrained to equality) was compared against an uncon-
strained model (i.e., all parameters allowed to vary). To
determine whether referred and non-referred adolescents
were equally distributed across the profiles (Hypothesis
2b), a fully-constrained model (i.e., the size of the profiles
is added to the previous constraints) was compared against
the semi-constrained model. Model comparisons were
based on the BIC and the Satorra-Bentler Chi-Square
Difference Test (SB-Δχ²). Lower BIC values along with a
non-significant SB-Δχ² indicated that the invariance
assumption held.

Finally, differences between the profiles in terms of
several indicators of psychological (mal)adjustment were
examined using a MANOVA and subsequent ANOVAs
with Bonferroni post-hoc tests (Hypothesis 3a). To inves-
tigate whether relations between profiles and outcomes were
(dis)similar for referred and non-referred adolescents, a
MANOVA was conducted (Research Question 3b).

Preliminary analyses and analyses of (co)variance were
conducted in SPSS25. LPA and MLPA were performed in
Mplus7.4 using the robust maximum likelihood (MLR)
estimator. To reduce the confounding influence of socio-
demographic characteristics and to avoid the bias associated
with testing invariance with unequal size samples, analyses
were conducted with the matched referred (n= 218) and
non-referred groups (n= 218) only. The percentage of
missing values per variable was ≤0.06% and ≤2.8 for the
referred and non-referred samples, respectively. As indi-
cated by the Little’s MCAR test for the referred, χ²(8)=
5.81, p > 0.05, and non-referred, χ²(8)= 7.36, p > 0.05,
samples, missings were completely at random. Thus,
missing data were handled using pairwise deletion in SPSS
and Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) esti-
mation in Mplus.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the study
variables are displayed in Table 1. In both samples, per-
ceived autonomy support and psychological control were
strongly negatively correlated, and both variables were
unrelated to monitoring. Further, autonomy support corre-
lated negatively with externalizing and internalizing pro-
blems, and positively with life satisfaction and positive
affect, while an opposite pattern of correlations was found
for psychological control. No significant correlations were
found between monitoring and any of the psychological
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(mal)adjustment variables in the non-referred group. How-
ever, in the referred group, monitoring was negatively
correlated with internalizing problems, and positively with
positive affect and life satisfaction.

Next, a MANOVA, with adolescents’ clinical status (i.e.,
referred versus non-referred) serving as the independent
variable and the measured constructs as outcomes, showed a
multivariate significant effect, Wilk’s Lambda= 0.89; F(7,
421)= 4.47, p < 0.001. Follow-up ANOVAs (see Table 1)
revealed that referred adolescents perceived their parents as
less autonomy-supportive and more psychologically con-
trolling, while both groups scored equal in terms of per-
ceived monitoring. As expected, the referred group
displayed more externalizing and internalizing problems, as
well as less life satisfaction and positive affect.

Primary Analyses

Hypothesis 1: Single-group Latent Profile Analysis (LPA).
Fit indices for solutions with one to six latent profiles are

summarized in Table 2. In the referred sample, the AIC,
BIC, and aBIC favored the five-profile solution; the addition
of a sixth profile only led to a marginal drop in these values.
The BLRT did not provide consistent results because it was
significant for each model comparison until seven profiles
were compared against six profiles. However, solutions
with more than five profiles only showed quantitative dif-
ferences in terms of profile elevation, but not qualitatively
distinct profile shapes. The five-profile solution also
achieved the greatest degree of classification accuracy as
indicated by the entropy.

In the non-referred sample, the solution with five profiles
showed the minimum BIC. The AIC and aBIC decreased
only slightly between the five and six-profile solutions. The
BLRT suggested that model fit improved as the number of
profiles increased but it became non-significant for the
solutions with six (versus five) profiles. The entropy was
equal or above 0.90 for all solutions. Thus, for the sake of
parsimony and given that the added value of person-
centered analysis relies on identifying groups with

Table 1 Descriptive statistics, mean differences, and correlations among the study variables for referred (n= 218) and non-referred
(n= 218) youth

Referred youth Non-referred
youth

M SD M SD F-value η2 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Autonomy support 3.36 0.85 3.74 0.76 20.96*** 0.05 – −0.63*** 0.13 −0.47*** −0.41*** 0.61*** 0.35***

2. Psychological control 2.42 1.09 1.89 0.90 31.15*** 0.06 −0.64*** – −0.10 0.59*** 0.55*** −0.58*** −0.27***

3. Monitoring 3.41 0.99 3.44 0.88 0.91 0.00 −0.05 0.06 – −0.09 −0.23** 0.27*** 0.26***

4. Externalizing problems 0.47 0.33 0.35 0.25 18.14*** 0.04 −0.49*** 0.51*** 0.02 – 0.55*** −0.41*** −0.16*

5. Internalizing problems 0.61 0.37 0.40 0.26 45.26*** 0.10 −0.52*** 0.55*** 0.04 0.50*** – −0.55*** −0.44***

6. Life satisfaction 4.36 1.56 5.14 1.28 32.31*** 0.07 0.67*** −0.60*** 0.06 −0.48*** −0.55*** – 0.59***

7. Positive affect 3.23 0.98 3.49 0.76 8.91*** 0.02 0.23*** −0.30*** 0.13 −0.17* −0.32*** 0.49*** –

Correlations for referred (n= 218) and non-referred (n= 218) samples are reported above and below the diagonal, respectively

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Table 2 Fit Indices for the LPA solutions in the referred (n= 218) and non-referred (n= 218) samples

Referred youth (n= 218) Non-referred youth (n= 218)

No. of profiles AIC BIC aBIC BLRT Entropy AIC BIC aBIC BLRT Entropy

1 1882.17 1902.47 1883.46 1641.88 1662.18 1643.17

2 1710.74 1744.58 1712.89 179.43*** 0.82 1394.92 1428.77 1397.08 254.96*** 0.97

3 1660.64 1708.02 1663.66 58.10*** 0.85 1361.18 1408.57 1364.20 41.74*** 0.90

4 1631.46 1692.38 1635.34 37.17*** 0.88 1312.41 1373.33 1316.29 56.77*** 0.95

5 1559.20 1633.66 1563.94 80.81*** 0.91 1274.32 1348.78 1279.06 46.09*** 0.92

6 1542.20 1630.19 1547.80 25.00*** 0.90 1271.33 1359.32 1276.93 10.99 0.93

In the five-profile solution, the average probabilities for the most likely profile membership ranged from 0.90 to 1.00 in the referred sample, and
from 0.88 to 0.99 for the non-referred sample

***p < 0.001

Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2020) 49:352–368 359



qualitatively distinct patterns, the solution with five profiles
was retained as the best fitting and most interpretable
solution1.

Hypothesis 2: Multi-group Latent Profile Analysis
(MLPA). Next, MLPA was conducted to test whether the
retained five-profile solution was equivalent in terms of
structure and size of the profiles across the referred and non-
referred samples. Results indicated that the semi-
constrained model (i.e., means and variances of the par-
enting indicators defining each profile fixed to equality) led
to equal fit as the unconstrained model (BIC= 3545.03
versus 3623.44 for the semi-constrained and unconstrained
models, respectively; SB-Δχ²(18)= 27.35, p > 0.05). How-
ever, the fully-constrained model (i.e., proportion of indi-
viduals assigned to each profile fixed to equality) showed
poorer fit than the semi-constrained model (BIC= 3561.02
versus 3545.03 for the fully-constrained and semi-
constrained models, respectively; SB-Δχ²(4)= 40.29, p <
0.001). Thus, while the structure of the five-profile solution
was equivalent for both groups, the distribution of referred
and non-referred adolescents across the profiles was sig-
nificantly different.

Figure 1 depicts the structure of the five-profile solution
obtained in the semi-constrained model. The estimated
standardized and raw scores for each parenting indicator
within the profiles and the percentage of variance explained
in the indicators by the profiles are reported in Table 3. Two
autonomy-supportive profiles, one high and one low on
parental monitoring, were found. Individuals in the first
profile, labelled “High Autonomy support—High Monitor-
ing”, reported high autonomy support, low psychological
control, and high monitoring. Individuals in the second
profile, labelled “High Autonomy support—Low Monitor-
ing”, exhibited high autonomy support and low psycholo-
gical control and monitoring. Both profiles were equivalent
in terms of autonomy support and psychological control,
but differed in the score of monitoring. The third profile,
labelled “Average”, was characterized by individuals with
average scores on perceived autonomy support, psycholo-
gical control, and monitoring. Finally, two controlling
profiles were found, one low and one high on parental

monitoring. Individuals in the fourth profile, labelled “High
Psychological Control—High Monitoring”, reported low
autonomy support and high psychological control along
with low levels of monitoring. Finally, individuals in the
fifth profile, labelled “High Psychological Control—Low
Monitoring”, scored low on autonomy support and high on
psychological control and monitoring. Again, both con-
trolling profiles only differed in terms of monitoring, with
the means for autonomy support and psychological control
being statistically similar.

The distribution of referred and non-referred individuals
across the five profiles is shown in Table 3. Compared to the
referred sample, a higher proportion of non-referred ado-
lescents were classified into the autonomy-supportive pro-
files. In contrast, adolescents from the referred sample were
comparatively more present in the “Average”, “High Psy-
chological Control—High Monitoring”, and “High Psy-
chological Control—Low Monitoring” profiles.

Hypothesis 3: Associations between profile membership
and (mal)adjustment. Finally, it was investigated whether
individuals classified into different profiles also differed in
terms of psychological (mal)adjustment. As entropy was
large (0.94) and most individuals (86%) were assigned with
a probability higher than 90% to one of the five profiles, the
maximum posterior probabilities from the semi-constrained
model were used to determine the most likely profile
membership for each individual.

The MANOVA, with profile membership as the inde-
pendent variable and with externalizing problems, inter-
nalizing problems, life satisfaction, and positive affect as
the dependent variables, revealed statistically significant
multivariate profile differences, Wilks’ λ= 0.45; F(16,
1286)= 25.14, p < 0.001, η2= 0.19. This finding indicated
that participants in distinct latent profiles differed on the
combined set of psychological (mal)adjustment indicators.
After entering clinical status (referred versus non-referred)
in a next step, Wilks’ λ= 0.97; F(4, 416)= 2.79, p= 0.026,
η2= 0.03, the multivariate effect of profile membership
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Fig. 1 Five-profile solution based on the estimated z-scores for
autonomy support (AS), psychological control (PC), and
monitoring (M)

1 Single-group LPA was replicated in the larger non-referred group
compromising 1056 adolescents, including the individuals already
matched. Although none of the solutions showed a minimum BIC or
aBIC value as they decrease with each successive model, the decrease
tended to plateau at around five profiles. Similarly, the BLRT was
significant for each model comparison. However, as indicated by the
Loglikelihood Difference value the added improvement of each
solution became smaller when more than five profiles were retained.
The entropy value for the five-profile model was higher than for any
other solution (0.89) except for the simpler model with two profiles.
Thus, these results provided additional trust in the five-profile solution
as the most appropriate solution to describe the data of the non-
referred group.
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remained significant, Wilks’ λ= 0.49; F(16, 1271)= 20.66,
p < 0.001, η2= 0.16. The interaction between clinical status
and profile membership was not significant (p > 0.05),
suggesting that relations between profiles and outcomes
were similar for referred and non-referred individuals.

Subsequent ANOVAs and post-hoc comparisons (see
Table 4) indicated that individuals in the autonomy-
supportive profiles, and in particular in the profile “High
Autonomy support—High Monitoring”, reported the best
indices of psychological adjustment. Individuals in these
profiles were followed by those in the “Average” profile.
Finally, individuals in the controlling profiles, and more
specifically in the profile “High Psychological Control—
Low Monitoring”, demonstrated the poorest levels of
psychological adjustment. Within the autonomy-
supportive profiles, individuals in the profile “High

Autonomy support—High Monitoring” showed sig-
nificantly greater life satisfaction and positive affect, but
not more externalizing and internalizing problems than
individuals in the profile “High Autonomy support—Low
Monitoring”. As for the controlling profiles, individuals
in the profile “High Psychological Control—High Mon-
itoring” reported lower externalizing and internalizing
problems and greater life satisfaction than individuals in
the profile “High Psychological Control—Low Monitor-
ing”. Finally, individuals in the “Average” profile showed
less externalizing and internalizing problems and more
life satisfaction than those in the controlling profiles. The
opposite pattern was observed between the “Average”
profile and the autonomy-supportive profiles. However,
participants in the “Average” profile did not significantly
differ from individuals in the profile “High Psychological

Table 3 Structure (estimated raw and z-scores of the profile constituting indicators) and size of the profiles for referred (n= 218) and non-referred
(n= 218) youth

Profiles

High AS—High M High AS—Low M Average High PC—High M High PC—Low M F-value η2

Profile indicators (raw-scores)

Autonomy support 4.07a 3.94a 3.32b 2.13c 2.05c 234.18*** 0.69

Psychological control 1.48a 1.56a 2.69b 3.86c 4.04c 504.43*** 0.82

Monitoring 4.09a 2.32b 3.64c 4.26a 1.96d 435.04*** 0.80

Profile indicators (z-scores)

Autonomy support 0.59a 0.44a −0.27b −1.61c −1.70c 234.18*** 0.69

Psychological control −0.66a −0.58a 0.52b 1.64c 1.82c 504.43*** 0.82

Monitoring 0.71a −1.17b 0.22c 0.88a −1.56d 435.04*** 0.80

Distribution

Referred youth—n (%) 59 (27.06%) 43 (19.72%) 63 (28.90%) 23 (13.30%) 24 (11.01%)

Non-referred youth—n (%) 109 (50%) 63 (28.90%) 23 (10.55%) 16 (7.34%) 7 (3.21%)

Means with a different subscript differed significantly

AS autonomy support, PC psychological control, M monitoring

***p < 0.001

Table 4 Mean differences in the psychological (mal)adjustment indicators between the five identified parenting profiles (n= 436)

Profiles

High AS—High M High AS—Low M Average High PC—High M High PC—Low M F-value η2

Psychological maladjustment

Externalizing problems 0.30a 0.30a 0.42b 0.69c 0.81d 46.61*** 0.31

Internalizing problems 0.37a 0.42a,b 0.52b 0.76c 1.10d 60.04*** 0.36

Psychological adjustment

Life satisfaction 5.46a 5.08b 4.69c 3.35d 1.98e 85.89*** 0.45

Positive affect 3.68a 3.33b 3.26b 3.12b 2.38c 18.78*** 0.15

Means with a different subscript differed significantly

AS autonomy support, PC psychological control, M monitoring

***p < 0.001
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Control—High Monitoring” in terms of internalizing
problems. Participants in the “Average” profile also did
not differ from those in the profiles “High Psychological
Control—High Monitoring” and “High Autonomy sup-
port—Low Monitoring” in terms of positive affect.

Discussion

Since Stattin and Kerr’s (2000) reformulation of parental
monitoring, research has called into question the extent to
which parents’ active monitoring attempts protect against
problem behavior and contribute to positive youth devel-
opment. Adopting a person-centered approach, this study
aimed to contribute to the debate surrounding the effec-
tiveness of active parental monitoring by examining the
interplay between perceived monitoring and autonomy-
relevant parental practices. Rather than zooming in on iso-
lated parenting dimensions, the aim was to identify natu-
rally occurring combinations of monitoring, autonomy
support, and psychological control within families and to
examine associations between these profiles and adoles-
cents’ well-being and externalizing and internalizing
adjustment problems. This study also attempted to make a
novel contribution by investigating the generalizability of
the identified parenting profiles across referred and non-
referred adolescents.

Consistent with the notion that active monitoring can be
implemented with different styles (Soenens and Van-
steenkiste 2010), parental monitoring was unrelated to both
autonomy support and psychological control. This result
provides a first indication that setting rules and tracking an
adolescent’s behaviors does not by definition imply being
controlling, nor that supporting autonomy is incompatible
with parental monitoring. As such, these findings confirm
the importance of distinguishing between control-as-
structure and control-as-pressure (Grolnick and Pomerantz
2009). Parental behaviors that potentially bring structure to
adolescents’ lives (including monitoring and other practices
that regulate adolescent behavior) are clearly distinct from
parental behaviors that pressure an adolescent into com-
pliance (i.e., low autonomy support and high psychological
control).

Profiles of Active Monitoring and Autonomy-
relevant Parenting

Congruent with the observed distinctiveness between
monitoring and autonomy support and control, person-
centered analyses identified five profiles of parenting
representing diverse combinations. These different combi-
nations align well with the daily reality of parenting, as
parents often rely on a variety of parenting dimensions

simultaneously. Specifically, supporting Hypothesis 1, four
profiles that matched with those hypothesized on the basis
of SDT (Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2010) and one addi-
tional average profile were found. Two profiles were char-
acterized by the simultaneous provision of a high degree of
perceived autonomy support and low psychological control
combined with either high or low monitoring. Adolescents
in the “High Autonomy support—High Monitoring” profile
view their parents as granting autonomy, yet at the same
time inquiring about their whereabouts and checking that
they behave according to the rules and expectations. Pos-
sibly, these parents monitor their child’s behavior by
engaging in a dialogue in which they curiously ask ques-
tions, respond with genuine interest to the information
disclosed, and make the adolescent feel heard and cared for.
In contrast, parents in the “High Autonomy support—Low
Monitoring” profile were perceived as granting autonomy
but not necessarily offering clear guidelines and tracking
their child’s whereabouts. Possibly, this profile is char-
acteristic of adolescents who are naturally well-behaved
such that parents do not feel a strong need to actively
monitor their activities. Across time, these parents may have
developed much confidence in the adolescent’s appropriate
behavior, with this confidence also allowing parents to grant
more autonomy.

Two other profiles were characterized by the provision of
low autonomy support and high psychological control
combined with either high or low monitoring. In the “High
Psychological Control—High Monitoring” profile, adoles-
cents perceived their parents as actively monitoring their
behavior, yet being controlling. Possibly parents use
manipulative tactics to request information about their
whereabouts and to enforce rule compliance. In contrast,
parents in the profile “High Psychological Control—Low
Monitoring” also engaged in controlling parenting, yet
without actively regulating the adolescent’s behavior. In
this case, adolescents may feel pressured to act upon
unknown or inconsistent regulations. Parents do not clearly
communicate the rules nor attempt to stay informed about
their whereabouts, yet still resort to manipulation tactics to
influence adolescents’ behavior.

Finally, parents in the “Average” profile clustered around
the mean of the pooled sample in terms of the provision of
autonomy support, psychological control, and monitoring.
These average scores may indicate that perhaps parents
monitor the adolescent’s behavior in some domains (e.g.,
friendships, school performance, digital behavior, etc.) but
not in others. Another possibility is that they show sub-
stantial daily fluctuations in their parenting behavior, with the
ups and downs in parents’ daily behavior being averaged out
when adolescents report about their behavior across a longer
time span (Mabbe et al. 2018). While on some occasions
these parents may have sufficient energy to show genuine
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interest in their child’s whereabouts, on other moments
situational constraints (e.g., adolescents’ misconduct or par-
ental distress) may deplete their energy such that they engage
in more psychological control (Aunola et al. 2017).

Supporting Hypotheses 2a and 2b, the same parenting
profiles were identified in both referred and non-referred
youth, but with different prevalence rates. Overall, there
were more adolescents in the autonomy-supportive than in
the controlling profiles. However, non-referred adolescents
were comparatively more likely to be classified into the
“High Autonomy support —High Monitoring” profile,
which represented half of the sample, or in the “High
Autonomy support—Low Monitoring” profile. Indeed, the
proportion of non-referred adolescents in the “Average” or
controlling profiles was lower. In contrast, referred adoles-
cents were distributed more evenly across the profiles.
Aligned with research showing that problematic behavior
elicits more controlling parenting (and vice versa) (Pinquart
2017a, 2017b), a lower proportion of referred adolescents
belonged to the autonomy-supportive or “Average” profiles
and a greater proportion to the controlling profiles.

Parenting Profiles and Adolescents’ (Mal)
adjustment

Demonstrating the importance of distinguishing between
the identified profiles, individuals classified into different
parenting profiles also differed across a number of psy-
chological (mal)adjustment indicators. According to
Hypothesis 3a, adolescents in the “High Autonomy support
—High Monitoring” profile displayed the most adaptive
pattern of outcomes and even scored higher than adoles-
cents in the “High Autonomy support—Low Monitoring” in
terms of life satisfaction and positive affect. These findings
are consistent with the notion that a combination of parental
regulation and autonomy-supportive parenting, where par-
ents acknowledge the adolescent’s perspective, provide
meaningful rationales, and avoid the use of psychologically
controlling tactics, is ideal to foster adolescents’ wellbeing
(Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2010). Somewhat surprisingly,
however, adolescents in the “High Autonomy support—
High Monitoring” did not differ from adolescents in the
“High Autonomy support—Low Monitoring” profile in
terms of externalizing and internalizing problems. The latter
finding suggests that the “High Autonomy support—Low
Monitoring” profile perhaps does not reflect an overly
lenient and permissive parenting profile but may instead
represent a profile where parents simply trust their adoles-
cent (because s/he displays low levels of problem behavior)
and see no need for strong and active monitoring.

The benefits associated with an autonomy-supportive style
of monitoring shown in this study are consistent with the
assumption in SDT that the adoption of an autonomy-

supportive style contributes to psychological need satisfac-
tion and facilitates rule internalization (Laurin and Joussemet
2017; Vansteenkiste et al. 2018), with these psychological
resources in turn contributing to adolescents’ mental health
and appropriate behavior (Ryan and Deci 2017).When par-
ents explain the relevance of monitoring attempts, show an
interest in the adolescent’s perspective, allow choice, and
avoid the use of controlling language, adolescents feel sup-
ported in their psychological needs (and in their need for
autonomy in particular) and tend to personally endorse reg-
ulations (Vansteenkiste et al. 2014). With such experiences
of autonomy, adolescents are more likely to experience well-
being and, across time, to take responsibility and self-
regulate their behavior without parents constantly checking
up on them or reminding regulations.

The two profiles characterized by the presence of a
controlling style were more clearly differentiated from one
another. Adolescents in the “High Psychological Control—
Low Monitoring” profile displayed the highest levels of
internalizing and externalizing problems, as well as the
lowest scores on life satisfaction and positive affect, both in
relation to the more adaptive groups and the “High Psy-
chological Control—High Monitoring” profile. This find-
ing, which suggests that the use of psychological control in
the absence of parental monitoring is particularly detri-
mental for adolescents’ psychological adjustment, can be
understood on the basis of SDT through the lens of ado-
lescents’ psychological needs. Adolescents in the “High
Psychological Control—Low Monitoring” profile likely
perceive their parents as both unpredictable and intrusive,
with these perceptions undermining both adolescents’ need
for competence (i.e., they do not know how to meet parental
expectations) and their need for autonomy (i.e., they feel
pressured to comply with unclear standards). On the basis of
SDT, it can be assumed that this combined threat to the
needs for autonomy and competence elicits greater reac-
tance against parental authority, as indicated by externa-
lizing problems (Ryan and Deci 2017; Van Petegem et al.
2015), or greater submissive compliance, as indicated by
internalizing problems (Brenning et al. 2019). An alter-
native interpretation for the observed difference between the
controlling profiles is that the provision of parental mon-
itoring in the “High Psychological Control—High Mon-
itoring” profile buffers to a certain extent the effects of
psychological control by reducing maladjusted behavior
and improving positive outcomes. Although controlling
parenting thwarts adolescents’ need for autonomy, mon-
itoring attempts may contribute at least to some extent to
satisfaction of the needs for relatedness and competence.
Parental monitoring, even when occurring in a controlling
climate, may give adolescents a sense that their parents are
concerned for their wellbeing and care for them (Hamza and
Willoughby 2011). In addition, the fact that parents outline
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rules and regulation may provide a sense of predictability
and knowing what to do, which is central to underpin
adolescents’ sense of competence (Farkas and Grolnick
2010; Grolnick et al. 2014).

Summarizing the observed pattern of findings, two
conclusions stand out. First, the quality of parenting style
(i.e., autonomy-supportive vs. controlling) is of key
importance to understand effects of parental monitoring.
High parental monitoring was related to better wellbeing
and adjustment outcomes when combined with high levels
of autonomy support, while it was related to worse out-
comes when combined with high levels of psychological
control. Second, the presence vs. absence of monitoring
made more of a difference when parenting was pre-
dominantly controlling than when the style was perceived to
be predominantly autonomy-supportive.

The Role of Clinical Status

This study not only examined differences between
monitoring-related profiles in terms of adolescents’ (mal)
adjustment but is also among the first to formally compare
these effects between matched groups of referred and non-
referred youth. Because of conflicting hypotheses in the
literature and inconsistent indirect evidence (e.g., Mason
et al. 1996; Savard et al. 2013; Van Petegem et al. 2015), no
a priori hypothesis about the potential moderating role of
adolescents’ risk status was formulated. Findings showed
that clinical status did not moderate any of the relations
between profiles and psychological (mal)adjustment indi-
cators. As such, associations between the parenting profiles
and the outcomes were essentially similar for referred and
non-referred adolescents.

These results are inconsistent with arguments that ado-
lescents at risk for problems would benefit more from
monitoring or even from a controlling parental approach
(Mason et al. 1996). Yet, findings are in line with the
extended Spectrum Hypothesis (Van Leeuwen et al. 2007),
which conceptualizes psychological disorders, not as dis-
crete taxons, but as extremes of a continuum in which the
distribution of referred and non-referred individuals par-
tially overlaps. This means that sample differences would
only affect mean-level scores and the distribution of parti-
cipants across profiles, but not the nature or strength of the
investigated relations. This is exactly the pattern of findings
obtained in the current study. Specifically, referred youth
were proportionally more present in the profiles character-
ized by the presence of psychological control. These find-
ings are also consistent with SDT, according to which
autonomy-supportive and controlling parenting appeal to
fundamental and largely universal processes, including
psychological need satisfaction and internalization (Ryan
and Deci 2017; Soenens et al. 2018).

Limitations

Findings should be considered in light of the study limita-
tions. First, its cross-sectional design precluded examination
of causality. Although most of the research with a devel-
opmental view has examined how parenting shapes child’s
behaviors, growing literature from a transactional perspec-
tive recognizes that the demanding nature of some difficult
behaviors evokes changes in parenting, which in turn may
foster or curtail the development of problematic behavior
(Sameroff 2009). Accordingly, a longitudinal design is
required to unravel the causal association between parenting
profiles and outcomes as well as to investigate the devel-
opmental trajectories of individuals belonging to distinct
profiles. Second, assessments of perceived parenting and
psychological outcomes were based on adolescents’ self-
reports, which may artificially inflate the strength of these
associations through share method variance. Although it
was a deliberate choice to focus on adolescents’ perceptions
of parenting in the current study (which is the first to
identify profiles of monitoring and autonomy-relevant par-
enting), further research should replicate the current initial
findings using a multi-informant (adolescents and parents)
and multi-method (self-report and observation) approach.
Such research is important not only to strengthen the
validity of the assessment of parenting but also to gain
insight in factors that determine adolescents’ perceptions of
parental behavior. Indeed, there is substantial variability in
the way adolescents perceive parental behavior. One and the
same parental behavior (e.g., a parent simply asking what
the adolescent did with friends after school) can be
experienced as an inherently intrusive and controlling
practice by one adolescent and as a more harmless or even
well-meant practice by another adolescent. These inter-
individual differences in the perception of parental behavior
can be affected by several factors, including the adoles-
cent’s need satisfaction in relation to his/her parents,
developmental history, personality, and cultural background
(Soenens et al. 2015). In addition to identifying such indi-
vidual differences, multi-method and multi-informant
research allows for an investigation of the independent
role of these different sources of information (Ratelle et al.
2018) and to examine whether discrepancies between dif-
ferent sources relate to adolescent adjustment (De Los
Reyes and Ohannessian 2016). It could be examined, for
instance, whether adolescents who report a more controlling
parental style of monitoring than reported by parents
themselves are even more at risk for maladjustment (above
and beyond the effect of a controlling style as such). Third,
this study did not differentiate between maternal and
paternal behavior. Fathers and mothers may differ in their
mean-level engagement in parenting practices and may also
affect adolescents’ outcomes differently (Cabrera et al.
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2011). Thus, future research may want to examine whether
similar profiles could be identified in mothers and fathers or
whether the gender composition of the parent-adolescent
dyad influence the relations between profiles and outcomes.
Finally, adolescents were not screened for psychopathology
to be assigned to one sample or another. Although referred
adolescents displayed significantly higher levels of exter-
nalizing and internalizing problems, it remains possible that
a few individuals in the non-referred sample met diagnostic
criteria for psychological disorders or that a few referred
adolescents did not showed clinically elevated problems.

Conclusion

During adolescence, youth increasingly spend more unsu-
pervised time and parental strategies to monitor adoles-
cents’ behavior become more important. However, so far,
the role of parental active monitoring efforts on adolescents’
psychological and behavioral adjustment has been quite
controversial. Research has found limited, if any, evidence
for the presumed beneficial and protective effects of active
monitoring. On the basis of SDT, this study addressed the
possibility that the effectiveness of parental monitoring
depends on whether it occurs against the background of an
autonomy-supportive or more controlling parenting climate.
Using a person-centered approach, this study identified five
parenting configurations; two in which high monitoring was
combined with either high autonomy support or high psy-
chological control; two in which low monitoring was
combined with either high autonomy support or high psy-
chological control; and an average profile. Profile mem-
bership was related to different levels of well-being (i.e., life
satisfaction and positive affect) and problem behavior (i.e.,
externalizing and internalizing). Consistently across referred
and non-referred groups, adolescents displaying the most
optimal pattern of outcomes were classified in the profile
high on monitoring and autonomy support. In contrast, the
combinations of high psychological control with low, fol-
lowed by high monitoring, were related to the worst
outcomes.

When replicated in methodologically stronger (e.g.,
longitudinal and multi-informant) studies, these findings
may have practical implications. From an applied perspec-
tive, results suggest that prevention and intervention par-
enting programs should not only focus on training parents
to actively monitor the adolescents’ behavior, but also on
adopting an autonomy-supportive rather than a controlling
parenting-approach. Recent attempts to increase parents’
engagement in autonomy-supportive interactions through
interventions have yielded promising results (Joussemet
et al. 2014, 2018). In addition, given the robustness of the
profiles identified among referred and non-referred

adolescents, these findings may be informative for tailored
interventions. Information of the specific combinations of
parenting behaviors that characterize each profile could
facilitate giving parents a more personalized advice or,
even, referring them to intervention programs that are tai-
lored to their profile and needs (see e.g., Allen et al. 2019).
For instance, parents who fail to articulate guidelines and
keep track of their youth’ behavior may benefit from an
intervention that reinforces the importance of parents’
monitoring, while simultaneously providing them with
resources to listen to the adolescent’s perspective, validate
his or her feelings, and provide meaningful rationales when
following up these regulations. However, the intervention
contents related to the importance of monitoring may be
less important for parents for who already clearly commu-
nicate rules and follow up these regulations yet using a
controlling approach. Instead, these parents would need an
intervention that provide them with resources to continue
monitoring their adolescent behavior but adopting a more
autonomy-supportive style.
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