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Abstract

A sample of 189 Mexican-heritage seventh grade adolescents reported their substance use, while 

one of the child’s parents reported parent’s acculturation and communication, involvement, and 

positive parenting with his or her child. Higher levels of parental acculturation predicted greater 

marijuana use, whereas parent communication predicted lower cigarette and marijuana use among 

girls. A significant parent acculturation by parent communication interaction for cigarette use was 

due to parent communication being highly negatively associated with marijuana use for high 

acculturated parents, with attenuated effects for low acculturated parents. A significant child 

gender by parent acculturation by parent positive parenting interaction was found. For girls, 

positive parenting had a stronger association with lower cigarette use for high acculturated 

parents. For boys, positive parenting had a stronger association with reduced cigarette use for low 

acculturated parents. Discussion focuses on how acculturation and gender impact family processes 

among Mexican-heritage adolescents.
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INTRODUTION

Parent Acculturation and Practices Effects on Substance Use

Mexican-heritage youth constitute the largest Latino adolescent subgroup within the United 

States, and they constitute the majority of out-of-school Latino adolescents (U.S. Census 

Bureau 2011). There exists only a modest understanding of the sociocultural processes, such 

as acculturation and family factors, that influence Latino youths’ use of alcohol and other 

drugs (Marsiglia, Kulis, Husseini, Nieri, & Becerra, 2010). Currently, Latino youth 

consistently report higher rates of alcohol and other drug use compared with youth from 

other ethnic backgrounds (Johnston, O’Malley, Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2008). In 

addition, Latino youth in eighth grade report greater frequencies of alcohol and illicit drug 

use (with the exception of amphetamines) compared with their Anglo, non-Hispanic 

counterparts (Johnston et al., 2008). The influences of acculturation also need to be 

considered. For example, data from the Add Health study indicate that first-generation 

immigrant Mexican and other Latino adolescents report lower alcohol use rates (6.3%) 

compared with second-generation (11.6%) or third-generation (7.5%) Latino youths (Hussey 

et al., 2007).

The current article reports the results of a study of Mexican and Mexican American parent-

adolescent dyads, examining the effects of parental reports of their communications with 

their child, their involvement with this child, and their positive parenting because these 

factors affect their child’s substance use behaviors. These relationships are considered 

within the context of the parent’s level of acculturation. These adolescent Latino youths are 

at a stage of development where family influences are still strong (Tobler & Komro, 2010).

Ecodevelopmental Theory

The ecodevelopmental framework reported by Coatsworth et al. (2002) emphasizes the 

primary role that families play in the socialization of children, the multiple social contexts 

beyond the family that influence development, the interrelations among contexts, and the 

changing nature of these contexts and relations over time and how these elements heighten 

or decrease risk for the development of psychopathology. Ecodevelopmental theory 

proposes that the social domains for human development can be represented by a set of 

nested structures, organized into microsystems (family, school, peers), mesosystems (parent-

school or parent-peer relationships), and macrosystems (culture or political climate). In this 

ecodevelopmental approach, acculturation effects are understood in terms of their 

interactions with processes in each of the nested ecological systems (Coatsworth et al., 

2002). It is clear that the emphasis on the family is fundamental in interventions targeting 

such youth regarding substance use/abuse. Accordingly, the current study focuses on 

identifying the influences of parental acculturation and parenting factors because these may 

influence substance use behaviors in these Latino adolescents.

Parenting Practices and Substance Use

Studies have shown that certain parenting practices are significant predictors of adolescent 

substance use (Cota-Robles & Gamble, 2006; Pokhrel, Unger, Wagner, Ritt-Olson, & 
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Sussman, 2008; Tobler & Komro, 2010) and that parenting remains a primary source of 

influence of adolescent behaviors (Steinberg, 2001). The phrase parenting practices refers to 

the goal-directed methods and styles of parenting that parents perform as an integral part of 

their parental duties (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). Particular aspects of parenting practices 

(e.g., parenting styles, parental communication about family rules and discipline, and 

parental closeness, support, and discipline) have been shown to influence youth substance 

use (Alvarez, Martin, Vergeles, & Martin, 2003; Barber, Stolz, & Olsen, 2005; Cleveland, 

Gibbons, Gerrard, Pomery, & Brody, 2005; Newman, Harrison, Dashiff, & Davies, 2008). 

Effective parental discipline and parental warmth are both specific aspects of parenting 

practices that influence the child’s psychological and social adjustment (Barber et al., 2005), 

as does parental monitoring and the quality of parent-child communications (Cota-Robles & 

Gamble, 2006; Pokhrel et al., 2008; Tobler & Komro, 2010). In addition to these positive 

aspects of parenting, poor and ineffective aspects of parenting also exert a significant 

influence youth behaviors. For example, lack of discipline, lack of parental monitoring 

(Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000), and overly permissive parenting (Darling & 

Steinberg, 1993) have been linked to maladjustment and negative behavioral outcomes 

during adolescence. Parental influences are important factors that affect youth behaviors and 

their development throughout adolescence and into early adulthood, despite the adolescent’s 

growing orientations toward their peers (Collins & Laursen, 2004).

Parent Communication

Parent communication can be thought of as an important part of monitoring the child’s 

behaviors, and prior research has shown that better parent-child communication (Fang, 

Schinke, & Cole, 2009; Martyn et al., 2009; Pantin et al., 2009; Tobler & Komro, 2010) 

serves as a protective factor against substance use behaviors among Hispanic adolescents. 

For example, Tobler and Komro (2010) found that Hispanic youths who are exposed to low 

levels of parental monitoring and limited communications were at a significantly greater risk 

for engaging in alcohol and marijuana use during the past year and month and at a greater 

risk of having ever smoked a cigarette.

Parent Involvement

Similarly, Smith and Krohn (1995) found that level of parent-child involvement, defined as 

extent of parent-child communications and as amount of time that the youth spends with his 

or her parents, exhibited a significant negative association with delinquency. This effect was 

observed for Hispanic youths, although not for Anglo and African American youths. The 

specific effects of parent involvement, independent of communication and monitoring, are 

rarely studied, so whether such involvement by itself acts as a protective factor against 

adolescent substance use is debatable. In terms of comparing the effects of parent 

communication, parent involvement, and parent positive parenting, a review of the literature 

by Ryan, Jorm, and Lubman (2010) concluded that greater parent communication and 

support, but not involvement, were associated with reduced alcohol use in adolescents.

Positive Parenting

Youths who feel emotionally connected with their parents are more likely to actively avoid 

disappointing them (Cernkovich & Giordano, 1987) by engaging in delinquent behaviors. In 
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addition, the positive emotional attachment that exists between parents and their children 

may also increase voluntary time that they spend together, thereby decreasing opportunities 

for youth delinquency. A specific aspect of parenting that may facilitate emotional 

attachment and the enforcement of discipline is the use of positive reinforcement; however, 

whether this aspect of parenting specifically acts to reduce problem behaviors in children is 

controversial, with some studies finding significant effects (e.g., Coombs & Landsverk, 

1988) and others finding no effects (e.g., Tildesley & Andrews, 2008). A recent intervention 

study with Mexican American adolescents (Gonzales et al., 2012) found that boosting such 

parental positive reinforcement mediated program effects in reducing adolescent problem 

behaviors.

Acculturation and Substance Use

Acculturation has been defined as an ongoing process through which people from one 

culture adjust and adapt to another culture, including the social and psychological exchanges 

that take place when there is continuous contact and interaction between individuals from 

different cultures (Berry, Phinney, Sam, & Vedder, 2006). Recently immigrated Mexican 

Americans and their children need to cope with a variety of stressors as they adjust to their 

new communities. During the acculturation process, there is typically socialization into the 

host dominant culture and a desire to become a part of the new culture. At the same time, 

there are pressures and desires to retain one’s identity from one’s culture of origin (Berry et 

al., 2006; Marsiglia, Kulis, Wagstaff, Elek, & Dran, 2005). In addition to cultural changes, 

this process typically involves changes in attitudes and behaviors resulting from continuous 

first hand contact with elements of the new cultural environment (Berry, 2006; Redfield, 

Linton, & Herskovits, 1936).

Several studies have shown that greater levels of acculturation are associated with greater 

substance use in Mexican/Latino American adolescents (Epstein, Doyle, & Botvin, 2003; 

Gil, Wagner, & Vega, 2000; Myers et al., 2009; Unger et al., 2000, 2006). These studies 

utilized unidimensional measures of acculturation that examined English language use, 

percentage of peers/friends from other ethnic groups, years in the United States, or lack of 

adherence to values of Latino societies. Greater acculturation, as indicated by English 

language acquisition (frequency of use and linguistic proficiency) (Marin & Gamba, 1996), 

has been associated with higher levels of risk for substance use among some Mexican-

heritage youth (Marsiglia, Kulis, Hussaini, Nieri, & Becerra, 2010). In terms of 

acculturation, English language acquisition may introduce and reinforce behaviors that are 

perceived to be acceptable by the mainstream U.S. culture, such as girls’ drinking, while 

introducing value conflicts with the culture of origin (Gilbert & Cervantes, 1986; Vega, 

Zimmerman, Warheit, Apospori, & Gil, 1997). In addition, English language acquisition 

may increase one’s acculturation stress as the youth attempts to resolve conflicting cultural 

issues. As a consequence, this acculturation stress may be maladaptively dealt with through 

drug use (Gil, Wagner, & Vega, 2000; Kulis, Marsiglia, & Nieri, 2009).

Gender, Parenting Practices, and Substance Use

Gender differences are an important factor in understanding substance use (Kulis, Yabiku, 

Marsiglia, Nieri, & Crossman, 2007; Dakof, 2000; Ellis, O’Hara, & Sowers, 2000; 
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Freshman & Leinwand, 2000) and are key in understanding social phenomenon, such as 

drug offers and the resistance process (Moon, Hecht, Jackson, & Spellers, 1999). Both 

biological and socially constructed gender differences affect the developmental trajectory of 

adolescents, highlighting the unique risk and protective factors that lead to substance use 

(Guthrie & Low, 2000; The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse [NCASA], 

2003).

Although girls progress more slowly than boys to drug use initiation, once girls begin to use, 

they progress faster to addiction than boys when using the same amount of substances 

(Kauffman, Silver, & Poulin, 1997; NCASA, 2003; Schinke, Fang, & Cole, 2008). On the 

other hand, recent data from the Monitoring the Future (Johnston et al., 2011) study indicate 

that although adolescent boys continue to report higher levels of illicit drug use than girls, 

adolescent girls have generally caught up with boys for alcohol and cigarette use. For 

example, Schinke, Fang, and Cole’s (2008) literature review suggested that adolescent girls 

are beginning to surpass adolescent boys in their substance use. Among eighth and tenth 

graders, girls drank more than their male counterparts, and girls were also more likely than 

boys to use inhalants and stimulants. Girls started smoking at younger ages, and they 

subsequently smoked more regularly than boys.

In turn, Cota Robles and Gamble (2006) also noted the importance of the effects of gender 

roles as possibly moderating the influence of Mexican American parents’ parenting 

practices. Hispanics who endorse traditional Hispanic and Mexican cultural values have 

been found to endorse more conventional attitudes toward gender roles, as contrasted with 

Hispanics who hold the more modern cultural values prevalent within mainstream U.S. 

culture (Castro, Stein, & Bentler, 2009; Kulis, Marsiglia, & Nagoshi, 2010). These 

conventional gender values are particularly evident among Mexican and Mexican American 

parents and tend to erode with increasing acculturation toward the more egalitarian gender 

role values of the dominant U.S. culture (Castro & Coe, 2007). The conventional belief that 

girls are more vulnerable and in greater need of protection (Archer & Lloyd, 2002) may 

prompt Hispanic parents to provide greater supervision of girls than boys, which in turn 

would be expected to increase the effect of parenting practices for girls compared with boys. 

Voisine, Parsai, Marsiglia, Kulis, and Nieri (2008) noted how Mexican American girls who 

are raised in a culture of traditional marianismo are taught that they have obligations to their 

home and family that often serve to restrict their social encounters. It would be expected that 

girls who live under these cultural expectations would experience a greater degree of 

effective parental control and low permissiveness because their social interactions are more 

limited to family and close friends, given the cultural and gender role expectations that 

emphasize the girl’s obligations to fulfill duties within the home and maintain nurturing of 

interpersonal relationships (Archer & Lloyd, 2002).

There may also be gender differences in the influences of parenting practices on delinquency 

and substance use. Cota-Robles and Gamble (2006) studied the roles of parental monitoring 

and parent-adolescent attachment in reducing the risks of delinquency among Mexican 

American youths and found that these parent-adolescent factors were associated with lower 

risks of youth delinquency. In Cota-Robles and Gamble’s study, gender differences 

moderated the relationship between mother-adolescent attachment and delinquency, such 
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that this attachment was associated with a lower risk of delinquency among boys but not 

among girls. The effect of gender in moderating the influence of parenting practices on 

problem behaviors in Mexican American youth may be due to traditional gender role 

differences that promote more of a family orientation in girls than in boys (Kulis et al., 

2010).

Parenting Practices, Acculturation, and Substance Use

Several studies have suggested that acculturation to American values and practices in 

Mexican American adolescents is related to problematic family functioning (Gil et al., 

2000), behavioral problems (Ramirez et al., 2004), and substance use (Epstein, Botvin, & 

Diaz, 2001). Several researchers have proposed that one of the mechanisms by which 

acculturation may increase the risk for problem behaviors, including substance use, in 

immigrant-origin adolescents involves the adoption of American values and practices 

(Fosados et al., 2007; Sullivan et al., 2007). A theme that emerges from this research 

literature is that the acculturation of Hispanic youth, particularly a form of acculturation that 

leads to an assimilated rather than bicultural identity, tends to result in a reduction of the 

traditional values of familismo (Chun & Akutsu, 2003) and its family bonding, which may 

operate as a protective mechanism among Latino parents and their children. By contrast, 

bicultural adolescents— those who identify with both a maintain heritage and its culture 

practices while also identifying with their native cultural practices—report having the 

highest levels of parental involvement, positive parenting, and family support. This 

traditional family orientation tends to be accompanied by higher levels of parental 

monitoring and parental involvement with children (Denner, Kirby, & Coyle, 2001), which 

can be protective against substance use (Marsiglia, Parsai, & Kulis, 2009).

Schwartz, Montgomery, & Briones (2006) discussed the parent-youth conflicts that emerge 

among Hispanic adolescents in the presence of the conservative traditional values inculcated 

by the Hispanic youth’s parents, in contrast with the permissive modernistic values that are 

endorsed by the Hispanic youth’s U.S.-born peers. The process of acculturation, and its 

differential patterns of change between Hispanic parents and their children, may predispose 

Hispanic families to conflict situations, communication difficulties, and the erosion of the 

importance of Hispanic family ties (Gil et al., 2000). Among Hispanic families, some 

consequences of these acculturative conflicts include youth behavioral problems and 

negative mental health outcomes (Berry et al., 2006; Fosados et al., 2007; Sullivan et al., 

2007). Among Hispanic parents who immigrate as adults into U.S. ethnic enclaves, the 

acquisition and adoption of American cultural practices may not appear as a foremost 

priority and may not occur at all (Schwartz, Montgomery, & Briones, 2006). Under these 

forms of acculturation change, whether family functioning is compromised and whether 

adolescents from these families exhibit problematic behaviors may depend on the extent to 

which the adolescent values and retains their parents’ Hispanic cultural practices (Martinez, 

2006).

It may be hypothesized that, for Mexican American adolescents and their families, the effect 

of parenting practices on substance use would be mediated by levels of acculturation or that 

the effect of acculturation on substance use may be mediated by certain parenting practices. 
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This would be due to the effects of acculturation in eroding parental monitoring practices 

and effectiveness. However, a study of Hispanic adolescents by Pokhrel et al. (2008) and a 

study of Anglo and Hispanic adolescents by Ramirez et al. (2004) found that both parental 

monitoring and acculturation had significant independent effects in predicting substance use 

(i.e., that controlling for the effects of acculturation did not attenuate the effects of parental 

monitoring and vice versa). Such attenuation of effects between these predictors would be 

indicative of a mediating relationship among them. Moreover, Warner, Fishbein, and Kreb’s 

(2010) study of Mexican American adolescents found no effects for several indices of 

acculturation on alcohol use. In addition, they also found that a brief self-report measure of 

parent involvement/communication did not significantly predict alcohol use (Warner et al., 

2010).

However, the effects of acculturation on substance use and the relationship of acculturation 

to parenting effects may be different from what would be expected from conventional ideas 

of acculturation, when Mexican American adolescents are drawn from an ethnic enclave of 

the Southwest United States. The current sample consists of parents and children from such 

enclaves, as indicated by the almost exclusively Hispanic representation (mean 89% across 

schools) of students in the sampled schools compared with the 41% representation of 

Hispanics in Phoenix, Arizona, as a whole (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). In such enclaves, 

strong cultural values are often maintained despite linguistic acculturation. Macias (2006) 

noted the sparsity of research on multigenerational Mexican-heritage families in such 

enclaves, but his quantitative and qualitative research suggested that ongoing immigration 

and other factors act to increase the social distance between Anglos and Mexican-heritage 

individuals from these ethnic enclaves in the Southwest. It may be that acculturation 

moderates the effects of parental monitoring, such that parental effects are stronger in 

reducing substance use for low acculturated parents in families where traditional values of 

familismo are stronger.

In terms of the moderating effects of acculturation on parenting practices, Ramirez et al. 

(2004) found a significant interaction effect involving familism and parental monitoring on 

youth inhalant use. Here, parental monitoring effects were stronger in reducing inhalant use 

for adolescents also exhibiting strong familism, although the interaction of acculturation 

with parental monitoring was not significant. On the other hand, parental monitoring effects 

may be stronger in reducing substance use for high acculturated parents who are less 

embedded in a traditional cultural milieu that regulates social behaviors independently of 

individual family practices.

Almost all of the studies reviewed above assessed parenting practices based on reports from 

adolescents, which may be biased to justify problematic behavior. The current study extends 

these findings by assessing acculturation and parenting practices based on parents’ self-

reports of their behaviors and then linking these reports to the adolescents’ reported 

substance use.

Hypotheses

The following hypotheses guided our study:
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• Greater parental acculturation would be associated with higher substance use rates 

in Mexican American adolescents.

• Parent reports of greater communication, involvement, and positive parenting 

would be associated with lower adolescent substance use.

• Based on the findings from the Ramirez et al. (2004) study, there would be 

significant moderating effects of parent acculturation on parental monitoring, thus 

reducing substance use.

• Given the greater importance of familismo for girls than boys in traditional 

Mexican families, it was expected that the moderating effect of acculturation on 

parental monitoring in reducing substance use would be more pronounced in girls 

than boys.

• Given the greater effect of acculturation on Mexican American girls than boys 

(Kulis et al., 2010), it would be expected that the moderating effect of acculturation 

on parenting effects would be greater for girls than boys.

METHODS

Sample

The data analyzed were drawn from a longitudinal study of the effectiveness of a 

supplemental Parent Education intervention (Principal Investigators Drs. Felipe González 

Castro and Flavio Marsiglia at Arizona State University). This intervention was a 

supplement to the established keepin’ it REAL (Marsiglia & Hecht, 2005) primary 

prevention intervention to prevent or delay youth adolescent substance use. The 

development of the curriculum through participatory activities with members of the involved 

communities and the schools and the implementation of the intervention are discussed in 

Parsai, Marsiglia, and Kulis (2010). Data for the current analyses were drawn from the 

preintervention wave 1 assessment of 223 (111 boys, 109 girls, 3 missing gender) youth 

participants in seventh grade. These analyses included the responses of one of each 

participating youth’s parents, where the participating parent was almost always the mother. 

These participating parent-youth dyads were recruited from nine local Phoenix area schools 

from two school districts that are populated with high percentages of Mexican and Mexican 

American families. These schools were located in enclaves of predominantly Mexican-

heritage families, as indicated by the high proportions of Hispanic (school district 

classification) children in these 9 schools (range=71% to 99%; mean=89%). The schools, 

which are located in the heart of the city, are all Title I schools, which means that they 

provide free or reduced cost lunches to students whose family qualifies based on need 

criteria. Approximately 75% of the students qualified for this program, an indication that 

most families are from a low socioeconomic level. The analyses reported here are based on 

the 189 adolescents (102 boys, 87 girls) who reported their ethnicity as being Mexican or 

Mexican American. Mean age of the child sample was 12.23 years (SD=.49 years) at the 

time of initial testing in the Fall semester of their class attendance in the seventh grade. 

Mean age of the parents was 39.68 (SD=7.14 years) years. One hundred thirty-six of the 

children reported being born in the United States, whereas 51 reported being born in Mexico 
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and 2 reported being born in an “other country.” Of the parents, 29 reported being born in 

the United States. Of those not born in the United States, 4 reported being in the United 

States less than 5 years, 25 for 5 to 10 years, 60 for 10 to 20 years, and the remainder for 

longer than 20 years.

Measures

The parent questionnaire was administered in either English or Spanish, whereas the child 

questionnaire was administered in English. The development of the parent curriculum, 

including issues of cultural sensitivity, are discussed in Bermudez Parsai, Castro, Marsiglia, 

Harthun, and Valdez (2011). It should be noted that the parenting measures, or similar ones, 

have been used in previous studies of parenting practices among Mexican-heritage parents 

(Pantin et al., 2009).

Parent questionnaire—Parental acculturation was measured by the 6-item revised 

version of the General Acculturation Index (Balcazar, Castro, & Krull, 1995; Castro & 

Gutierrez, 1997), which included 3 items on language usage that ranged from speaking 

entirely Spanish to speaking entirely English and items regarding the language used in 

reading and in mass media usage, television, and radio. Items were responded to on a 5-

point scale that ranged from 1 (only Spanish [or another non-English language]) to 5 (only 

English). Two items assessed interpersonal relations and asked about the ethnic identities of 

friends and of neighbors, which was assessed on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (almost all 

Hispanics/Latinos) to 5 (almost all White Americans). One item asked about the 

respondent’s self-assessed level of ethnic pride, which was assessed on a 5-point dimension 

ranging from 1 (very proud) to 5 (ashamed). The Cronbach’s α coefficient of internal 

reliability of this scale for the current sample was .86. The acculturation scale score was 

calculated as the mean score for these six items, with higher scores indicative of higher 

levels of acculturation. This acculturation measure takes a unidimensional approach to 

acculturation in terms of linguistic acculturation and social assimilation.

Parental communications was measured by a 14-item scale (α=0.78 for the current sample) 

that was developed in a prior study from Barnes and Olson (1985). Example items include 

the following: “It is easy to express my true feelings to my child” and “My child is always a 

good listener.” Items were responded to on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with the calculated scale score being the mean score for these 

14 items, such that higher scores represent better parental communication.

Parental involvement was assessed using a 9-item scale (α=.66 for the current sample) 

drawn from the Pittsburgh Youth Survey (Thornberry, Huizinga, & Loeber, 1995). Example 

items include the following: “I know what my child is doing when we are both home” and “I 

talk about how my child is doing in school.” Items were responded to on a 3-point scale 

ranging from 1 (almost never) to 3 (almost always). Scale scores were the mean for these 14 

items, with higher scores indicating greater levels of parental involvement with their child.

Parent positive parenting was assessed with a 4-item scale (α=.64 for the current sample), 

which was also drawn from the Pittsburgh Youth Survey (Thornberry et al., 1995). Example 

items include the following: “I give affection (hugs) to my child” and “I give special 
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privileges (such as staying up late) to my child.” Items were responded to on the same 3-

point scale used for parental involvement. The scale score was the mean of these four items, 

with higher scores indicating greater levels of positive parenting.

Child questionnaire—Child control variables included age, school grades (coded from 1 

[mostly F’s] to 9 [mostly A’s]), and whether the student was receiving the federal school 

lunch program (coded 1 [free lunch], 2 [reduced lunch], and 3 [neither]; receiving a free 

lunch is indicative of low-income status).

Youth substance use was measured by three questions that asked the youth about the number 

of times the youth had used alcohol, cigarettes, or marijuana. Items were responded to on the 

following scale: 1 (0 times), 2 (1–2 times), 3 (3–5 times), 4 (6–9 times), 5 (10–19 times), 6 

(20–39 times), 7 (40 times or more). Given the low rates of substance use at this age, any 

early use is a risk factor for later substance use problems.

Data Analyses

Separate hierarchical multiple regression analyses were performed to predict lifetime 

alcohol, cigarette, or marijuana use. The first block of the model included child gender, the 

second block added parent acculturation, the third block entered one of the three parent 

parenting variables (separate regressions were thus conducted for parent communication, 

involvement, and positive parenting), the fourth block entered the two-way interactions 

(child gender by parent acculturation, child gender by parent parenting variable, parent 

acculturation by parent parenting variable), and the final block entered the three-way 

interaction term. The interaction terms were computed by centering the child gender, parent 

acculturation, and relevant parenting scores and then multiplying the centered terms. Control 

variables were considered as covariates for the multiple regression analyses, but none were 

significantly correlated with the substance use dependent variables (DVs). Means for these 

control variables are presented in Table 1 to provide additional information on the 

characteristics of the sample.

RESULTS

For the lifetime substance use variables, 39.1% of the sample reported having used alcohol, 

15.9% had used cigarettes, and 11.1% had used marijuana at least once.

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for the parental acculturation, 

communication, involvement, positive parenting, and child control variables and lifetime use 

of alcohol, cigarettes, and marijuana separately by child gender. The only significant gender 

difference on these variables was greater lifetime marijuana use for boys than girls.

Table 2 presents the correlation matrix of the child lifetime substance use and parental 

acculturation, communication, involvement, and positive parenting variables separately by 

child gender. The parenting variables were not significantly correlated with parental 

acculturation. For both boys and girls, parental involvement was significantly correlated 

with parent positive reinforcement, but parent communication was correlated with parental 

involvement and positive parenting only for boys. Higher parental acculturation was 
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associated with a higher lifetime use of alcohol and cigarettes just for girls. The parenting 

variables were not significantly correlated with lifetime substance use for boys, but higher 

levels of parental communication were associated with lower lifetime cigarette and 

marijuana use among girls.

Table 3 presents the hierarchical multiple regression results for child life-time use of 

alcohol, cigarettes, and marijuana for the five-block model including the following: (a) child 

gender (b) parent acculturation; (c) parent communication; (d) the interactions of child 

gender by parent acculturation, child gender by parent communication, and parent 

acculturation by parent communication; and (e) the three-way interaction of child gender by 

parent acculturation by parent communication. Over and above the effects of child gender, 

greater parent acculturation predicted greater marijuana use. Over and above the effects of 

parent acculturation, parent communication was significantly negatively associated with all 

three lifetime substance use variables. There was a significant parent acculturation by parent 

communication interaction for lifetime cigarette use, but this was subsumed by a near-

significant three-way interaction (Figure 1). Parent communication was strongly negatively 

associated with cigarette use for boys and girls with high acculturated parents, whereas 

parent communication effects were essentially zero for boys and girls with low acculturated 

parents. The near-significant three-way interaction results from the above effect were 

stronger for girls. Separate multiple regression analyses indicated that the parent 

acculturation by parent communication interaction on cigarette use was nonsignificant for 

boys but highly significant for girls (F change [1, 65]=12.51, p<0.001). The near-significant 

three-way interaction for lifetime alcohol use was similar to the one for cigarette use.

Table 4 presents the hierarchical multiple regression analyses with parent involvement as the 

parenting variable. There were no significant main effects or interactions of parent 

involvement in predicting child lifetime substance use.

Table 5 presents the hierarchical multiple regression analyses with parent positive parenting 

as the parenting variable. Although there were no significant main effects of parent positive 

parenting in predicting child lifetime substance use, there was a significant child gender by 

parent acculturation by parent positive parenting interaction for lifetime cigarette use. As 

can be seen in Figure 2, for girls the pattern of the interaction was similar to the parent 

communication effect shown in Figure 1. Parent positive parenting was associated with 

lower cigarette use for girls with high acculturated parents, but such parenting was 

associated with somewhat higher cigarette use for girls with low acculturated parents. 

However, for boys the pattern was reversed, with parent positive parenting associated with 

lower cigarette use for boys with low acculturated parents and higher cigarette use for boys 

with high acculturated parents. Separate multiple regression analyses indicated that the 

interactions of parent acculturation by parent positive parenting were near-significant for 

both girls (F change [1, 71]=3.24, p<.09) and boys (F change [1, 85]=3.43, p<.07).

DISCUSSION

The current findings offer an important extension to prior research that has examined the 

effects of acculturation and parenting practices on the substance use of Mexican heritage 
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adolescents. Whereas previous studies have had to rely on the possibly biased self-reports of 

the adolescent to measure the behaviors of parents (Pokhrel et al., 2008; Ramirez et al., 

2004; Warner et al., 2009), the current study assessed parents’ own perceptions of their level 

of acculturation and parenting practices. Consistent with previous research (Epstein et al., 

2003; Gil et al., 2000; Myers et al., 2009; Unger et al., 2006) and the current study’s 

hypotheses, higher levels of parental acculturation were found in the current study to be 

associated with higher rates of marijuana use among these Mexican heritage adolescents.

The current findings confirm the importance of parenting practices in reducing the 

likelihood of substance use in Mexican American, but also highlight how cultural factors, 

including those related to gender, can strengthen or attenuate these parenting effects. 

Rodriguez and Zayas (1990) noted how Mexican culture instills less freedom, more 

deference, and more structure in social interactions, sheltering women from situations 

involving antisocial behavior. For example, alcohol use in Latino families may be normative 

at family gatherings or as a rite of passage into adulthood (Perea & Slater, 1999). These 

differences for boys and girls across different substances suggest that there may be cultural 

aspects associated with their link to acculturation and the parenting variables. This effect 

may be particularly salient for girls as they become more acculturated and move away from 

the traditional family values associated with certain environments in Mexico, such as rural 

and more traditional communities (Castro et al., 2009). These traditional values, or 

familismo, focus on family as a collective unit. As girls become more acculturated to the 

norms of mainstream U.S. society, they may shift to more individualistic attitudes toward 

family, where these girls may push away from the expected strong family ties.

In terms of specific parenting practices, the current findings are consistent with previous 

findings (reviewed by Ryan et al., 2010) that, although greater parent communication and 

positive parenting are predictive of reduced adolescent problem behaviors, parent 

involvement by itself is not predictive. However, in terms of gender differences, the current 

findings are not consistent with those from the study by Cota-Robles and Gamble (2006), 

which found that parental, particularly mothers’ monitoring and parent- adolescent 

attachment, reduced the risk for delinquency among Mexican American boys, with lesser 

effects among girls. Besides the use of child reports of parenting behaviors in the Cota-

Robles and Gamble (2006) study, another explanation for the seemingly attenuated effects 

of parenting practices in the current study is the need to consider neighborhood contextual 

factors on parenting strategies, particularly in the case of Mexican American families drawn 

from ethnically homogeneous enclaves (Macias, 2006). Meanwhile, the finding that parent 

positive parenting is associated with greater cigarette use for boys with high acculturated 

parents echoes the findings of Fagan, Van Horn, Antaramian, and Hawkins (2011), where in 

some cases greater parent attachment was associated with greater substance use, as well as 

previous studies finding inconsistent relationships of positive parenting with offspring 

problem behaviors (Tildesley & Andrews, 2008).

A study by Ceballo and Hurd (2008) may explain why parent communication and positive 

parenting effects were stronger for high acculturated parents in reducing cigarette use in 

Mexican American adolescent girls. For their subsample of Latina mothers, Ceballo and 

Hurd (2008) found that the level of acculturation was positively related to parental sense of 

MARSIGLIA et al. Page 12

J Ethn Subst Abuse. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 October 22.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript



self-efficacy and efficacy in psychological control strategies. An alternative explanation is 

that the low acculturated parents may have children who are considerably more acculturated 

than the parents, thus creating an acculturation gap that disrupts parent-child 

communications and parental monitoring, which would be expected to increase the risks of 

child problem behaviors. A study of Mexican American adolescents by Marsiglia, Kulis, 

FitzHarris, and Becerra (2009) found that the relationship between the extent of the parent-

child acculturation gap and externalizing behaviors was mediated by family conflict. 

However, previous research on the effects of the parent-offspring acculturation gap on 

Mexican American adolescent functioning has yielded mixed findings (Lau et al., 2005; 

Schofield, Kim, Parke, & Coltrane, 2008; Smokowski, Rose, & Bacallao, 2008).

Limitations and Future Research

It should be noted that this randomized intervention study sample was drawn only from 

predominantly Mexican neighborhoods in the central and southern areas of a large 

Southwestern city. The participants may not be representative of all Mexican Americans in 

the city, the Southwest, or the nation. This sample was also self-selected to participate in a 

preventive intervention, which may also limit the generalizability of the findings. Due to the 

crosssectional design of this study, causal pathways and directionality of effects cannot be 

established. Future research should include a larger sample size and a longitudinal design 

that allows for the analysis of temporal relationships and the ability to detect whether the 

moderating effects of acculturation on parenting practices change over time and the extent to 

which parent acculturation and previous substance use explain current parenting behavior. 

Because the parent questionnaire was completed by mostly mothers, future studies should 

include both mothers and fathers to examine parent-child effects that may differ by the 

gender of the parent. In addition, for immigrant families, future research might also assess 

the effects of years of residency within the United States, which has been shown generally to 

decrease amounts of parental monitoring as the adolescent adopts more mainstream 

American values and norms. Future research should also consider studying the acculturation 

gap between parents and youths, given its relevance in acculturation and substance use. 

Additional measures that are related to acculturation, such as generation status, ethnic 

identification, bidimensional acculturation strategies, and acculturation stress, should also be 

considered. It would also be useful to directly measure the extent to which parents and 

youths adhere to traditional Mexican values of familismo and respeto, as was done in the 

studies by Ramirez et al. (2004) and Smokowski et al. (2008). It is clear that interventions 

targeting parental practices to decrease substance use in Mexican American adolescents 

need to consider the cultural context within which these families operate.
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FIGURE 1. 
Interaction of child gender by parental acculturation by parental communication on cigarette 

use.
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FIGURE 2. 
Interaction of child gender by parental acculturation by parental positive parenting on 

cigarette use.
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