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Abstract

Background—In Europe and the United States, family relationships and parenting behavior can 

influence youth substance use, but less is known about their influence in Latin American 

countries.

Objective—To explore whether parenting behavior is associated with substance use among Latin 

American youth.

Methods—A cross-sectional, school-based survey of middle-school youth (n=3,172) in three 

Argentinian cities queried tobacco, alcohol, and drug use using items adapted from global youth 

surveys. Parenting behavior was assessed with previously validated items that tapped into 

demandingness and responsiveness, separately for mothers and fathers. Multilevel logistic 

regression models assessed associations between parenting behavior and substance use after 

adjusting for student characteristics, socioeconomic indicators, sensation seeking, and smoking 

amongst peers and family members.

Results—Substance use prevalence was 10% for current smoking, 32% for current drinking 

alcohol, 17% for past 30-day binge drinking (≥5 drinks), and 8% for previous year illicit drug use 

(marijuana or cocaine). Greater maternal demandingness was independently associated with lower 
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likelihood of current smoking (AOR=0.77; 95% CI 0.64–0.92), current drinking (AOR=0.81; 95% 

CI 0.71 –0.92), binge drinking (AOR=0.77; 95% CI 0.66–0.99, and drug use (AOR=0.71; 95% CI 

0.61–0.83). No other parenting behavior were independently associated with substance use, except 

for paternal demandingness and binge drinking (AOR=0.84; 95% CI 0.74–0.97). For all outcomes, 

no interactions were found between parenting behavior and student gender.

Conclusions—Among Argentine adolescents, maternal demandingness was the strongest and 

most consistent correlate of substance use, regardless of adolescent substance use behavior or 

gender.

Keywords

Adolescents; parenting; substance use; Argentina; Latin America

Introduction

Youth substance use is common in Latin American countries, and Argentina is no exception 

(SEDRONAR, 2012; WHO, 2010, 2011). Youth substance use results from a complex 

combination of socio-cultural, biological, interpersonal and socio-environmental factors 

(Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992; Kokkevi et al., 2007; Newcomb & Bentler, 1989). 

Several studies in Europe and the United States have highlighted the importance of family 

and parenting influences on youth substance use (Baumrind, 1991; Calafat, Garcia, Juan, 

Becoña, & Fernández-Hermida, 2014a; Jackson, Henriksen, Dickinson, & Levine, 1997; 

Piko & Balázs, 2012; Thomas, McLellan, & Perera, 2013).

Parenting practices involve the grouping of attitudes and behaviors of parents towards their 

children. Studies examining the relationship between parenting behavior and youth 

outcomes have traditionally distinguished between two parenting dimensions: 

demandingness and responsiveness (Calafat et al, 2014a; Jackson, Henriksen, & Foshee, 

1998; Piko & Balázs, 2012). Demandingness refers to parental control of children’s 

behavior. Indicators of parental demandingness include setting and enforcing clear standards 

of behavior, actively monitoring and supervising a child’s activities, and maintaining 

structure and regimen in a child’s daily life (Baumrind, 1991; Becoña et al., 2013; Calafat et 

al., 2014a; Jackson et al., 1998).

Responsiveness refers to emotional warmth of the parent, involvement in their children’s 

lives, and acceptance and acknowledgment of the child’s point of view. Indicators of 

parental responsiveness include communicating affection, providing comfort, and being 

involved in social and academic development and recognizing achievement (Baumrind, 

1991; Becoña et al., 2013; Calafat et al., 2014a; Jackson et al., 1998). Low parental 

responsiveness has been associated with lower achievement and higher delinquency and 

substance use in adolescence (Becoña et al., 2013; Calafat et al., 2014b). With respect to 

how parenting dimensions are grouped, and whether mothers and fathers were studied, one 

recent meta-analysis of studies assessing parenting behavior and delinquency found that 

only a minority of 160 studies assessed both responsiveness and demandingness, with only 

20% of these assessing parenting of both mothers and fathers (Hoeve et al., 2009).
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Parenting Behavior and Adolescent Substance Use Outcomes

Authoritative parents are those who succeed in being demanding and responsive at the same 

time. Several studies have found that authoritative parenting is particularly important as a 

protective factor for adolescent substance use among European and U.S. adolescents 

(Benchaya et al., 2011; Becoña et al., 2013; Choquet et al., 2008; Jackson, 2002), with 

authoritative parents having adolescents with the lowest levels of substance and alcohol use 

(Jackson, Bee-Gates, & Henriksen, 1994; Jackson, 2002; Huver, Engels, Vermulst, & de 

Vries, 2007; Patock-Peckham, King, Morgan-Lopez, Ulloa, & Moses, 2011).

However, parenting behavior and its impact on substance use may vary according to the 

cultural context in which parents and children interact (Lorenzo-Blanco, Bares, & Delva, 

2013; Calafat et al., 2014a; Calafat et al., 2014b). Indeed, compared to non-Hispanic 

families in the U.S., Hispanic families have been described as adhering to collectivistic 

values that influence parenting practices (Romero & Ruiz, 2007; Lorenzo-Blanco et al., in 

press; Santisteban et al., 2012). Specifically, in research studies, collectivistic values related 

with more parental demandingness (Romero & Ruiz, 2007) and responsiveness (Lorenzo-

Blanco et al., in press; Santisteban et al., 2012). Additionally, in studies with Hispanic 

adolescents, parental responsiveness appeared to be more or equally protective against 

substance use than authoritative parenting behavior, highlighting the need to investigate the 

influence of parenting on adolescent substance use across cultural contexts (Lila, Garcia, & 

Gracia, 2007; Villalobos, Cruz & Sánchez, 2004).

In surveying studies of Hispanic youth, we identified three studies that addressed parenting 

and substance use in Latin American youth (Benchaya et al., 2011; Lila, Garcia, & Gracia, 

2007; Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 2012). One cross-sectional study of 860 adolescents in Chile 

examined demandingness for mothers and fathers combined, and found a multivariate 

negative (protective) association with tobacco use. This study did not report other substance 

use outcomes (Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 2012). Another study of 230 adolescents in Colombia 

studied parental responsiveness for mothers and fathers separately (but not demandingness) 

and found a negative association between maternal but not paternal responsiveness on 

externalizing behaviors. This study did not measure substance use specifically (Lila, Garcia, 

& Gracia, 2007). Finally, a study of 231 Brazilian adolescents used an authoritative 

parenting measure (combining responsiveness and demandingness) for mothers and fathers 

separately, and found this to be negatively associated (for both fathers and mothers) with 

general substance and tobacco use, but not alcohol or illicit drug use (Benchaya et al., 2011). 

Thus, the literature on parenting behavior among Hispanic youth leaves us with an 

incomplete understanding of how both domains of parenting (i.e., responsiveness and 

demandingness) for mothers and fathers is associated with substance use outcomes among 

youth in South America.

The Current Study

The purpose of this cross-sectional study is to investigate Argentinian adolescents’ 

perceptions of responsiveness and demandingness separately for mothers and fathers and 

their association with multiple substance use outcomes. Strengths of the study include a 

large sample size, which gives the power to detect significant associations among multiple 
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parenting covariates, which could be expected to be correlated. The inconsistent findings of 

published studies on parenting dimensions did not permit us to propose a specific set of 

hypotheses across substance use outcomes.

Methods

Study sample and procedure

A convenience sample of 33 schools from three large cities in Argentina (Buenos Aires, 

Córdoba, Tucumán) participated in the study (n=15, 8, 10, respectively), with public schools 

identified by the Ministry of Health and Ministry of Education (n=18) and private schools 

identified through personal contacts (n=15). Private schools were included in the sample 

because 26% of students attend these schools in Argentina (Bottinelli, 2013). Surveys were 

administered between May and July of 2014, with attempts to recruit every enrolled 8th 

grade student. Passive consent was requested from parents or caretakers, and students signed 

an active consent form, allowing for both participations in the current survey and follow-up 

contact for subsequent surveys. The questionnaire used anonymous link procedures to allow 

follow-up (Galanti et al., 2007). The research protocol was approved by an NIH-certified 

human subjects research board in Buenos Aires based at Centro de Educacion Medica e 

Investigaciones Clınicas (CEMIC).

Development of Questionnaire Measures

The questionnaire included translation of items used in surveys for adolescents previously 

implemented in Argentina, Mexico, and in the US (Alderete et al., 2009; Ministerio de Salud 

y Ambiente de la Nación, 2013; Sargent et al., 2005; Thrasher, Jackson, Arillo-Santillán, & 

Sargent, 2008). Items in English were translated and reviewed by Argentinean Spanish-

speaking research staff and pilot tested with students in Buenos Aires to ensure students’ 

understanding of questions, instructions and confidentiality statements.

The self-administered questionnaires were completed in the classroom under the supervision 

of trained research staff. Questionnaires included questions about demographics, family and 

school characteristics, school performance, alcohol and illicit drug consumption, smoking, 

peer and family smoking and drinking, sensation seeking, and parenting behavior.

Measures

Substance Use Outcomes—We assessed substance use using measures commonly 

employed to assess these behaviors in national surveys of adolescents (Eaton et al., 2012). A 

respondent was considered a current smoker if he or she responded positively to “During the 

past 30 days, on how many days did you smoke cigarettes?”. We created similar outcomes 

for alcohol consumption: current drinking (within the past 30days). For illicit drug use, 

participants were asked about life-time use of marijuana, and, separately of life-time cocaine 

or crack use. Participants who used either type of drug in his/her life were considered life-

time users.
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Independent Variables

Parenting Behavior—Parenting behavior was assessed with questions on responsiveness 

and demandingness from Jackson’s Authoritative Parenting Index (Jackson et al., 1998), 

using three items for each parenting dimension. Students used a 5-point response scale to 

indicate how well certain statements described the parenting behavior of their mother and 

father, assessed separately. The items used to assess parenting responsiveness were: “She/he 

makes me feel better when I am upset,” “She/he listens to what I have to say” and “She/he 

wants to hear about my problems.” For parenting demandingness, the statements were: 

“She/he tells me what time I have to be home,” “She/he asks me what I do with my friends,” 

and “She/he knows where I am after school”. Responses from each of the items were 

summed and divide by the number of items to create an index (range: 1–5 for the 

responsiveness and demandingness) for the mother and another for the father (alpha = 0.82, 

0.70, 0.89, and 0.92 for mother responsiveness, mother demandingness, father 

responsiveness, and father demandingness, respectively).

Covariates

We included are range of covariates found in previous studies to be predictors of adolescent 

substance use, and which also could be associated with parenting behaviors. The covariates 

included: Demographics and school function (sex, age, grade retention “Have you in your 

life repeated a grade in school? [yes, no]), socioeconomic indicators (has a job “Do you have 

a regular job for which you get paid money” [yes, no], attends public or private school, 

parent education “Please check the highest education that your parents have obtained 

[responses ranged from incompletion of primary school, to completion of a university 

degree]), smoking amongst network members (mother, father, siblings [family smoking 

assessed though a table in which students were asked to check yes if mother father or 

siblings smoked] or friend smoking “How many of your five best friends smoke? [0/5 to 

5/5]), peer drinking [similar to peer smoking], and sensation seeking (Castrucci & Gerlach, 

2006; Kilpatrick, Sutker, & Smith, 1976; Laible & Carlo, 2004; Sargent, Tanski, Stoolmiller, 

& Hanewinkel, 2010). Sensation seeking was measured using four items: “I like to do scary 

things”; “I like to explore strange places”; “I like new and exciting experiences, even if I 

have to break the rules”; “Sometimes I do “crazy” just for fun”(Stephenson, Hoyle, 

Palmgreen, & Slater, 2003), with responses on a 5-point Likert scale. Responses were 

summed to create an index (range: 1–5) (alpha = 0.79).

Statistical Analysis

We conducted descriptive analyses on all study variables, with all substance use outcomes 

treated as dichotomous variables. Bivariate relationships between continuous variables were 

examined using Pearson correlation coefficients. Multilevel logistic regression models (with 

random intercepts for school) were used to assess the associations of parenting behavior and 

each of the four substance use outcomes, assessed separately, providing unadjusted and 

adjusted estimates and confidence intervals for the odds ratios. All adjusted models included 

age, sex, parent education, work status and sensation seeking. The adjusted models for 

current smokers also adjusted for smoking by mother, father, siblings and peers. Alcohol use 

models were adjusted for peer alcohol use. We also ran fully adjusted models, after which 
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we introduced an additional interaction term for sex by each of the four parenting variables, 

each entered separately. Overall Wald chi-square test was used to test if all the fixed effects 

parameters (excluding the intercept) were simultaneously zero. Missing data was less than 

1% for all variables except for parental education, which was 11.9%. To control for 

respondent bias we imputed parental education using multinomial logistic regression (Van 

Buuren, 2007). Since the pattern of findings was similar in direction, strength and statistical 

significance for primary study variables, we present the results from the analyses that used 

list-wise deletion of missing cases. All data analyses were conducted by one author (AP) 

using Stata V.13.0 (Stata Corp, College Station, TX, USA).

Results

A total of 3826 first-year students from 33 schools in three large Argentinean cities were 

invited to participate. Of these, 436 (11%) were absent when the survey was implemented, 

45 (1%) had parents who refused their participation, and 173 of students (4%) refused to 

participate. Therefore, 3172 (83%) students completed the survey. The mean age of 

participants was 12.8 years (SD=0.95), 42% were female, 46% of their parents had more 

than eight years of education, 32% attended private school, and 24% had repeated a grade in 

the past. Means (SD) for the parental responsiveness index was 4.22 (0.88) for mothers and 

4.08 (0.91) for fathers; the means for demandingness were 3.91 (1.08) for mother and 3.66 

(1.18) for fathers (Table 1).

Table 2 shows bivariate correlations between parenting behavior and the covariates. As 

shown, demandingness and responsiveness were associated for both mothers (r=0.49, 

p<0.001) and fathers (r=0.62, p<0.001). A negative correlation existed between sensation 

seeking and mother demandingness (r=−0.18, p<0.001) and father demandingness (r=−0.14, 

p<0.001). Finally, a negative correlation was observed between age and mother 

demandingness (r=−0.12, p<0.001) and father demandingness (r=−0.11, p<0.001).

Multilevel logistic regression models were estimated, regressing each of the youth substance 

use outcomes on parenting style and other study variables (Table 3). After adjusting for key 

covariates, mother demandingness was significantly associated with a decreased risk of: 

current smoking (AOR=0.77; 95% CI 0.64 –0.92); current drinking (AOR=0.81; 95% CI 

0.71 –0.92); binge drinking (AOR=0.77; 95% CI 0.66 –0.99); and ever drug use (AOR=0.71; 

95% CI 0.61–0.83). Father demandingness was significantly associated only with lower 

likelihood of binge drinking (AOR=0.84; 95% CI 0.74–0.97). There were no statistically 

significant interactions between demandingness and responsiveness indices for mother and 

father separately for any of the outcomes. The overall Wald chi-square test was significant 

for all estimated models (p < 0.0001).

For clinical relevance, the Figure uses data from the adjusted models to illustrate effect size; 

the Figure shows how the prevalence of current smoking, current drinking, binge drinking 

and drug use would be expected to decrease as the mother demandingness behavior scale 

increases. The Figure illustrates that consistent associations predict declines by around 3–8 

percentage points for substance use prevalence, net other substance use predictors.
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Discussion

In this study of Argentinian adolescents, maternal demandingness showed an independent 

association with use of multiple substances, after controlling for a number of other 

established risk factors. Regarding the gender of the child, maternal demandingness was an 

important and consistent protective risk factor against use of substances for both male and 

female adolescents. These associations were large enough to account for a 3–8 percent 

reduction in the prevalence of use across the range of maternal demandingness.

On the face of it, these findings add further conflict to the parenting literature in Latin 

American adolescents (Villalobos, Cruz & Sánchez, 2004; Lila, Garcia, & Gracia, 2007; 

Benchaya et al., 2011). Our results contrast with studies of authoritative parenting from 

Spain (Garcia & Gracia, 2009) in which responsiveness (authoritative and indulgent) seemed 

to be the most important domain in terms of promoting better youth outcomes there. In a 

subsequent editorial, Garcia & Gracia (García & Gracia, 2014) speculated that “in the South 

European and Latin American cultures, considered as horizontal collectivist, even if the 

children are very connected with their families, the relationship among different generations 

is expected to be more egalitarian than in vertical collectivist cultures (such as the Asian or 

Arabic) or individualistic (North American)”. In contrast, our findings suggest that, at least 

for preventing onset of substance use, demandingness is an important element of parenting 

style, even in horizontal collectivist cultures. Among Mexican children, Villalobos 

(Villalobos, Cruz & Sánchez, 2004) reported a stronger association between responsiveness 

and multiple outcomes. On the face of it, this would be consistent with the findings of 

Garcia & Gracia. However, a closer look at their findings shows higher (better) scores for 

more responsive (authoritative and indulgent) parents on academic outcomes and lower 

(better) scores for more demanding (authoritative and authoritarian) parents on substance 

use outcomes; this finding is consistent with the results of the present study. Another study 

of racial/ethnic differences among US adolescents found that Hispanic children of 

authoritarian parents were more engaged in academic achievement, but that study did not 

report on substance use (Steinberg et al., 1992). Finally, a Brazilian study (Benchaya et al., 

2011) used a parenting measure that combined responsiveness and demandingness so was 

unable to discriminate between the two. Overall, it appears that there is more support for 

rule setting as a parenting strategy to prevent substance use among Latino families in the 

Western Hemisphere, and this applies to multiple substance use outcomes in Argentina. 

Additionally, the evidence to date suggests that different parenting strategies may be 

indicated for different outcomes in Latin American adolescents.

Some of the differences among studies could result the way we chose to analyze our data, 

using continuous values for responsiveness, independent from demandingness. We chose 

this approach because the data supported a dose-response relation across the continuum of 

each parenting dimension and we were uncomfortable with the four-typology model 

(Maccoby & Martin, 1983), which eliminates about half of the data by discarding 

adolescents who score in the middle tercile. Moreover, we felt that the authoritative 

construct would be verified if both responsiveness and demandingness showed an 

independent relation with behavioral outcomes (indeed, higher scores in both domains 

predicted less substance use, but the relation for responsiveness was not statistically 
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significant). However, it is worth also noting that the correlation between responsiveness and 

demandingness within parent is moderately strong (0.49 for mothers and 0.62 for fathers), 

such that more demanding parents also tend to be more responsive on average.

Once maternal parenting was accounted for, paternal demandingness was associated only 

with the prevention of binge drinking in this sample. These findings are consistent with other 

studies in which maternal demandingness had more influence on substance use than paternal 

demandingness (Baker et al., 1999; Garcia & Garcia, 2009; King & Chassin, 2004). The 

present study extends this to adolescents in Argentina. The Argentinian cities we surveyed 

have populations that are derived from European immigrants and emphasize many elements 

of this culture. It would be very interesting to see how parenting by mothers and fathers 

relates to substance use in Northwestern Argentina, or in countries like Bolivia, where the 

predominant cultural influence is more oriented toward Native Americans.

Unexpectedly, the current study did not find that the effects of parenting were any different 

for boys compared to girls. This finding is interesting in light of the evidence that adolescent 

relationships with fathers and mothers may vary depending on the gender of the adolescent 

(Choquet et al., 2008; Patock-Peckham et al., 2011; Scalese et al., 2014). This finding also 

bodes well for the development of interventions, because it suggests that a focus on the 

mother would be effective regardless of the gender of the child.

An interesting area of research for interventions could be research to determine whether 

training aimed at fathers could allow them to be influential over-and-above the effects of 

maternal parenting, or how important consistency in behavior across parent matters with 

respect to adolescent substance use outcomes. Although in Latin America, the family 

centered in the patriarchal authority is less common than previously (Burin & Meler, 1998), 

women still play a central role in raising early adolescents and have a better insight of and 

control over daily activities as compared to fathers (Ackard et al., 2006). In addition, 

maternal parenting dimensions may be more likely in predicting adolescent outcomes 

because mothers typically spend more time with their adolescents (Larson, Richards, & 

Perry-Jenkins, 1994).

This study has several limitations which should be acknowledged. As mentioned above, the 

sample may not be representative of the entire Argentinean youth population, especially 

compared to cities in the Northwest part to the country, where the Native American culture 

predominates. However, the schools were selected from three main cities that represent 37% 

of the population and we included schools with students from different economic 

backgrounds. The prevalence of tobacco, alcohol and drug use in the sample is similar to the 

prevalence reported from national surveys carried out by the government (SEDRONAR, 

2012), suggesting that the results may be broadly generalizable to urban Argentinean 

populations.

The present study did not assess parental and sibling drinking which can influence 

adolescent alcohol use, and future research on the role of parenting behavior on alcohol use 

among youth in Argentina should assess parental and sibling drinking and drug use. In 

addition, although parenting behavior was not the primary focus of the survey, the questions 
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we used have been used in many studies on youth substance use (Dalton, Ahrens, Sargent, 

Mott, & Beach, 2002; Sargent et al., 2004). Besides, the questions regarding parenting 

behavior have not been validated in the Argentinean population. However, the questions 

were determined to be face valid by experts in tobacco research in Argentina, had acceptable 

reliability (see Methods section), and have been used in a Chilean study (Lorenzo-Blanco et 

al., 2012). Nevertheless, the skewed nature of the responses suggests that further 

measurement development may be necessary to better capture variability in parenting 

behavior in the Argentine context. Such efforts may benefit from including a gender 

perspective that more completely captures the complex relationship between parenting 

behavior and substance use in young adolescents. Finally, this is a cross-sectional study, 

therefore, we cannot provide information on the temporal sequence of events, and 

longitudinal research may be necessary to confirm our results.

In summary, the current study contributes to the Latin American literature because it is the 

first to assess the impact of parenting behavior on the substance use behaviors of early 

adolescents in Argentina. This study suggests that there is a protective association between 

maternal demandingness and adolescent tobacco, alcohol and illicit drug use. The findings 

from this study could inform the development of public policies aimed at preventing 

substance abuse among Argentinean adolescents. Interventions may target the mother–teen 

relationship as a foundation for change and research may benefit from investigating whether 

involving consistent support from fathers could increase the beneficial impact of the mother-

teen relationship.
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Figure. 
Relationship between mother demandingness index and predicted probabilities of current 

smoking, current drinking and drugs use, adjusted by age, sex, parent education, work status 

and sensation seeking. Current smoker model adjusts also for mother, father, siblings & peer 

smoking. Drinker models adjust for peer alcohol use.
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TABLE 1

Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample (n = 3172)

Students Characteristics
Total

n (%)

Gender

 Girls 1335 (42.4)

Age (years)

 ≤ 12 1341 (42.3)

 13–14 1626 (51.3)

 ≥ 15 202 (6.4)

Grade retention 767 (24.4)

Socioeconomic indicators

 Has a job 251 (8.0)

 Attends public school 2159 (68.1)

 Parent education ≤ 7 years 214 (7.7)

 Parent education 8–12 years 1289 (46.1)

 Parent education ≥ 12 years 1292 (46.2)

Parenting behavior, mean (SD)

 Mother

  Responsiveness 4,22 (0,88)

  Demandingness 4,08 (0,91)

 Father

  Responsiveness 3,91 (1,08)

  Demandingness 3,66 (1,18)

Personality characteristics, mean (SD)

 Sensation seeking 3,21 (1,06)

Tobacco use

 Current (30 day) smoker 315 (9.9)

Alcohol use

 Current (30 day) drinker 1028 (32.5)

Drug use

 Ever drug use 260 (8.2)

Subst Use Misuse. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 March 21.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Peña et al. Page 15

TABLE 2

Pearson correlation coefficients between parenting behaviors and sensation seeking

Variables Mother responsiveness Mother demandingness Father responsiveness Father demandingness

Mother responsiveness 1

Mother demandingness 0.49** 1

Father responsiveness 0.36** 0.26** 1

Father demandingness 0.28** 0.49** 0.62** 1

Sensation seeking −0.11** −0.18** −0.04 −0.14**

Age −0.13** −0.12** −0.12** −0.11**

**
p<0.001
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