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Abstract

Recent evidence suggests parent-adolescent discrepancies regarding adolescent disclosure can
provide insight into parent-child relations and adolescent adjustment. However, pathways linking
discrepancies to adjustment are not well known. We tested a model linking parent-adolescent
discrepancies in disclosure to adolescent substance use through affiliation with deviant peers.
Using three annual waves of data from a community-based study (V= 357; 91% African
American; 53% female; Myge = 13.13 years, SD = 1.62 years at baseline), findings revealed that
adolescent-reported secrecy and deviant peer affiliation were positively associated with substance
use one and two years later, respectively, but there was no evidence of mediation. The results
highlight associations of adolescent secrecy and adjustment, and the role peers play in adolescent
substance use behaviors.
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Introduction

After a period of significant declines, rates of illicit drug use were on the rise in 2017, driven
largely by marijuana consumption (Johnston et al. 2018). Moreover, adolescents’ use of
drugs and alcohol, and the consequences they experience, is not equally distributed across
race. In 2017, African American students in the 8th and 10th grades reported more
marijuana use than White students, but less alcohol use (Johnston et al. 2018). Although
African American youth engage in less alcohol use than White youth (Johnston et al. 2018),
their rates of alcohol-related problems are higher than those of White youth (Zapolski et al.
2014), and African Americans are more likely to be diagnosed with a substance use disorder
in adulthood (e.g., Evans et al. 2017). Given the rise in marijuana use by African American
youth, and the consequences associated with substance use for African Americans, it is
important to understand factors contributing to substance use in this population, as this
knowledge can inform prevention and intervention efforts.

Multiple factors are associated with adolescent substance use, but one factor that has
received relatively less research attention, particularly in studies with African American
youth, is discrepancies in parent-adolescent communication. Recent evidence suggests that
discrepancies in parent and adolescent reports of adolescent behavior predict later substance
use (e.g., Abar et al. 2015), but the pathway(s) through which discrepancies lead to
substance use are less well known. One potential pathway linking parent-adolescent
discrepancies and substance use is deviant peer affiliation, which often is associated with
substance use during adolescence (e.g., Lobato et al. 2017). The goal of the current study
was to determine if discrepancies in parent and adolescent reports of adolescent behavior
predicted deviant peer affiliation one year later, which in turn predicted substance use
behaviors (i.e., alcohol use, marijuana use, cigarette use, and drug use severity) in the
following year. Assuming a link between parent-adolescent discrepancies and substance use,
the primary goal of the present study was to understand the extent to which affiliation with
deviant peers mediated, or accounted for, this association. By understanding the role of
parent-adolescent discrepancies in disclosure of adolescent behavior on deviant peer
affiliation and subsequent substance use behaviors, researchers can more effectively tailor
programs to prevent the negative consequences of substance use among African American
(and all) adolescents.

Parent-Adolescent Discrepancies

Much of the early research studying informant discrepancies relied on correlations of parent
and adolescent reports of the same construct, often revealing low to moderate agreement
between informants (i.e., Pearson /s ranging, on average, from .20-.40; De Los Reyes and
Ohannessian 2016). Initially, these discrepancies were overlooked as mere measurement
error; however, recent theory and research suggests that valuable information can be gleaned
from informant discrepancies. For example, discrepancies in parent-adolescent
communication may reveal evidence of family conflict or some other relevant domain of
adolescent development. That is, discrepancies in knowledge may indicate a poor parent-
adolescent relationship or a natural push for autonomy that corresponds with adolescence
(Korelitz and Garber 2016). Second, evidence suggests that adolescent disclosure of
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behavior is the most effective way for parents to become aware of and monitor their
children’s behavior, and is associated with more positive adjustment compared to parent
tracking and surveillance (e.g., Kerr and Stattin 2000). Finding ways to decrease parent-
adolescent discrepancies may serve to protect adolescents from negative health behaviors.

In their introduction to a special issue on discrepancies in adolescent-parent perceptions of
the family and adolescent adjustment, De Los Reyes and Ohannessian (2016) discussed the
Operations Triad Model (De Los Reyes et al. 2013), modified to apply to parents’ and
adolescents’ reports of family functioning. De Los Reyes and Ohannessian discussed four
possible patterns associated with parents’ and adolescents’ reports of various constructs and
what these reflect: (1) convergence of reporters on relatively high levels of protective
factors; (2) convergence of reporters on relatively high levels of risk factors; (3) divergence
of reporters reflecting adaptive family processes; and (4) divergence of reporters reflecting
maladaptive family processes. With respect to divergence in perspectives reflecting
maladaptive family processes, De Los Reyes and Ohannessian suggest this may be the case
if the divergence in perspectives reflects a lack of awareness on the part of the parent
regarding the adolescent’s life. This lack of awareness, in turn, may decrease the parent’s
ability to protect the adolescent from harm, or may increase the adolescent’s latitude to
engage in problem behavior if constraints are not established by the parent. The present
study is best represented by the notion of divergence of perspectives reflecting maladaptive
processes.

Previous research has shown that parent-adolescent discrepancies, including discrepancies
regarding parental monitoring and adolescent disclosure, are linked prospectively to
externalizing behaviors such as delinquency (Augenstein et al. 2016; De Los Reyes et al.
2010) and substance use (Abar et al. 2015; Donaldson et al. 2015). A recent study by Hou
and colleagues (2018) found that adolescents who reported lower levels of positive parenting
(e.g., monitoring, reasoning, warmth) relative to their parents had significantly worse
outcomes across several domains (academic, behavioral, physical, psychological) compared
to adolescents who reported similar levels as their parents. Similarly, Reynolds and
colleagues (2011) examined the relationship between discrepancies in maternal knowledge
and adolescent engagement in risky behavior, noting that increases in discrepancies—
specifically mothers reporting greater knowledge than adolescents—predicted adolescent
risky behavior (i.e., delinquency, substance use) one year later, above and beyond main
effects of individual (i.e., parent or child) reports of knowledge and control variables.
Together, these results suggest that adolescent disclosure plays an important role in the
parent-child relationship and predicts both positive and negative behavioral and
psychological outcomes.

Peer Deviance and Adolescent Substance Use

One potential explanation for how parent-adolescent discrepancies relate to substance use is
through affiliation with deviant peers. Chan and colleagues (2015) suggest that although
adolescents often disclose basic information to their parents, they tend to refrain from
revealing specifics about their activities with peers. Youth may choose to not share this
detailed information about their peer relationships due to their parents’ disapproval, fear of
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restriction of leisure time with peers, or to maintain a peer’s trust (Chan et al. 2015). Further,
adolescents may be disclosing false information to their parents in order to avoid
confrontation or punishment regarding inappropriate behaviors (Laird and LaFleur 2016).
Along these lines, peer deviance has been identified as a key predictor of adolescent
substance use (Dynes et al. 2015; Kiesner et al. 2010). A recent study by Lobato and
colleagues (2017) found that adolescents who had a close friend who used marijuana were
eight times more likely to use marijuana compared to adolescents who did not have a close
friend who used marijuana. Moreover, as adolescents get older they spend more time with
friends outside of the family context, which provides more opportunities to engage in
deviant behavior, enabling the mutual reinforcement of inappropriate behaviors (Frijns et al.
2010). For example, Frijins and colleagues (2010) showed over a four-year period that
adolescents who revealed less to their parents were more likely to be deviant, and
friendships with peers often encouraged more secrecy and more deviance, perpetuating this
cycle. As peer relationships become increasingly salient during adolescence, it is not
surprising that substance use and affiliation with deviant peers are correlated. Indeed, several
studies have found positive associations between affiliation with deviant peers and
adolescent substance use (e.g., Duncan et al. 1998; Keijsers et al. 2012). Further, Duncan
and colleagues (1998) found that while an increase in affiliation with deviant peers
accelerated the onset of substance use during adolescence, males had a higher rate of
increase in substance use over time compared to females. Because substance use varies by
gender during adolescence (Young et al. 2002), gender was included as a control in all
analyses.

Research with urban, low-income African American youth have echoed many of the
findings reported in the broader literature. In a study of 541 African American youth living
in high poverty urban communities, Marotta and Voisin (2017) tested a path model that
included parental monitoring, risky peer norms, and future orientation predicting adolescent
drug use and delinquency. The authors found that a greater perceived risky peer norm was
the strongest correlate of drug use in this study, controlling for age, socioeconomic status,
and sexual orientation. Another study by Nebbitt and colleagues (2012) sampled 663
African American adolescents living in public housing and found that deviant peer affiliation
was positively associated with substance use in a model that controlled for age, gender,
PTSD, delinquency, violence exposure, and social cohesion. However, no studies, to date,
have examined the mediating role of deviant peer affiliation in the association between
parent-adolescent disclosure discrepancies and adolescent substance use.

Measurement of Disclosure of Adolescent Activities

If researchers hypothesize that discrepancies between parents’ and adolescents’ reports of
adolescents’ disclosure of their activities is linked to adolescents’ affiliation with deviant
peers, then how disclosure is assessed becomes critical. Frijns et al. (2010) argued that a
common operationalization of adolescent disclosure muddles two separate concepts: secrecy
and disclosure. These constructs are based on distinct cognitive processes and were
differentially associated with adjustment outcomes. Specifically, secrecy, but not disclosure,
was linked to higher levels of depression and delinquency. Jaggi et al. (2016) attempted to
replicate Frijns et al.’s findings in a low-income African American sample. Although
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confirmatory factor analyses indicated that secrecy and disclosure should be treated as
separate constructs, predictive models in Jaggi et al.’s study only partially replicated Frijns
et al.’s (2010) findings. Jaggi et al. (2016) did find that in no case did disclosure predict
delinquency, whereas secrecy did predict delinquency in one of the three possible pathways
tested. For both theoretical and empirical reasons, the present analysis consists of
discrepancies about secrecy rather than general disclosure.

The Current Study

Although previous research has examined links between parent-adolescent disclosure and
peer deviance (Chan et al. 2015), as well as peer deviance and substance use (Marschall-
Lévesque et al. 2014), researchers have neglected to examine the relationships between
disclosure discrepancies, peer deviance, and substance use in a comprehensive model,
particularly with African American youth. Further, parent-adolescent discrepancies often are
assessed using methods (e.g., standardized difference scores, correlations; De Los Reyes et
al. 2010, De Los Reyes et al. 2011, Ferdinand et al. 2004, Pelton and Forehand 2001) that do
not accurately capture disclosure discrepancies. The current study aims to address this gap in
several ways. First, the role of parent-adolescent disclosure discrepancies, specifically
differences in reports of the extent to which adolescents keep secrets and hide information
from parents, on affiliation with deviant peers and substance use is examined. Theoretically,
discrepancies in secrecy, versus disclosure per se, should be associated with deviant peer
affiliation and substance use. Second, the effects of parent-adolescent discrepancies on peer
deviance and substance use are tested using polynomial regression (Laird and De Los Reyes
2013), which is a more accurate and comprehensive method for testing the effects of
informant discrepancies compared to the traditional “difference scores” method. Third,
affiliation with deviant peers is tested as a mediator of linkages between parent-adolescent
disclosure discrepancies and substance use. Although researchers have examined
associations between parent-adolescent disclosure discrepancies and ado/escent delinquency,
no study to date has examined associations between parent-adolescent disclosure
discrepancies and peers’ delinguency. Fourth, our hypothesis is tested using data from a
community-based study with low-income, predominantly African American families. It was
hypothesized that the discrepancy between parents and adolescents regarding reports of the
extent to which teens keep secrets and hide information from parents would predict
adolescents’ affiliation with deviant peers and subsequent substance use, controlling for age,
gender, family structure, and prior deviant peer affiliation, and prior substance use. More
specifically, it was hypothesized that discrepancies indicating that parents’ underestimation
of disclosures from their teens would be positively associated with their teen’s affiliation
with deviant peers, which then would be positively linked to subsequent substance use, and
that affiliation with deviant peers would partially explain the association between parent-
adolescent discrepancies and substance use.
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Method

Participants

Participants were drawn from a longitudinal study with four annual assessments examining
the effects of violence exposure on adolescent substance use and related adjustment
outcomes. Data collection began in late December 2004 and ended mid-June 2009. The
present analytic sample includes 357 of the original study’s sample of 358 fifth- and eighth-
grade adolescents (Mge = 12.13 years, SD = 1.62 years at Time 1) and their primary female
caregivers (hereafter referred to as mothers or parents) in a midsized southeastern city in the
United States. The sample was predominately African American (91%), and an
approximately even split between males (47%) and females (53%). Median weekly
household income was $401-500. Based on household size and federal poverty guidelines at
the time of baseline data collection, 52% of the sample had household incomes below the
poverty line. Twenty-three percent of participating mothers had no high school diploma,
31.2% had a high school diploma or General Education Diploma (GED), 23.6% had some
college experience but no degree, 12.9% had an Associate’s or Vocational degree, 7.3% had
a Bachelor’s degree and 2.0% of participating mothers had a college or advanced degree
(i.e., MS, PhD). Approximately 90% of participating youth lived with their biological
mother as their primary caregiver; 20% had a biological father living in the home; and 38%
of households were classified as a single-parent household (i.e., no other adults besides the
mother living in the household). Data for the current analyses were drawn from Timepoints
two, three, and four due to the availability of key constructs at those measurement periods.

Procedure

The ethics review board at Virginia Commonwealth University approved the study.
Researchers used flyers, door- to-door canvassing, and advertising through community
agencies and events to recruit participants from target neighborhoods. Target neighborhoods
in the area demonstrated high levels of poverty based on the 2000 census. Consistent with
similarly designed studies (cf. Luthar and Goldstein 2004), 63% of eligible participants
consented to participate in the study. Parents provided written informed consent and
adolescents provided assent prior to completing any measures. A Certificate of
Confidentiality was obtained from the National Institutes of Health (NIH) to protect
participants’ responses to questionnaires. Parents and adolescents completed self-report
surveys at each time point. Questionnaires were completed in separate rooms in the
participants’ homes, and questions were read aloud while participants followed along with
visual aids and research assistants recorded responses. A small portion of the adolescent
interview with sensitive questions (e.g., questions about substance use) was completed
independently. Unless otherwise requested, questionnaires were administered annually in the
participant’s homes to ensure that the adolescents and mothers were comfortable while
being interviewed. Each interview lasted approximately 2.5 hours and families were
compensated with $50 in gift cards at each time point. Interviewers were thoroughly trained
prior to interacting with participants. Required training consisted of assignments related to
research ethics, protocols, and interview techniques, as well as training, practice sessions,
and feedback from research staff. A subsample of families provided feedback via phone
interview at two weeks post-interview to assess whether interviewers were professional and
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adhered to the protocol throughout the study. Interviewers were both men and women
between the ages of 20 and 55, approximately 50% African American, and the majority had
a bachelor’s or master’s degree.

Adolescent secrecy—Adolescent secrecy was assessed at Time 2 using the two secrecy
items from the disclosure subscale of the 24-item Parenting Practices Scale (PPS; Stattin and
Kerr 2000). The Parenting Practices Scale is a child- and parent-report measure comprised
of four subscales: (1) child disclosure, (2) parental control, (3) parental knowledge, and (4)
parental solicitation. Adolescents and their primary caregivers completed all four subscales,
rating items on a scale of 1 (n0, never) to 5 (yes, always), but only the secrecy items were
used in the analyses. Item wording was similar across respondents, with slight changes
based on who was responding to the questionnaire (i.e., parent, adolescent). Previous
confirmatory factor analyses using these data support a two-factor solution for the 5-item
disclosure subscale (Jaggi et al. 2016), with secrecy and disclosure components. The child-
reported secrecy items used in the current study were: (1) “Do you keep a lot of secrets from
your parents about what you do during your free time?” and (2) “Do you hide a lot from
your parents about what you do during nights and weekends?” The secrecy items were
correlated .69 for the parent and .78 for the adolescent.

Affiliation with deviant peers—Affiliation with deviant peers was assessed at Time 2
and Time 3 using a 15-item scale (Loeber et al. 1998) measuring youth self-reports of
friends’” involvement in deviant activity over the past year. Youth were asked how many of
their friends had been involved in different deviant activities (e.g., violence, substance use,
delinquency). Responses ranged from 0 (r70ne of them) to 4 (all of them). ltems were
summed to create a total score, with higher scores indicating greater affiliation with deviant
peers. This measure demonstrated good reliability within the current sample (a = .89 at
Time 2; a = .90 at Time 3).

Adolescent substance use—Adolescent substance use was measured at Time 3 and
Time 4 via a manifest and latent variable, respectively, comprised of several sets of items
from the Personal Experience Inventory (PEI; Winters and Henly 1989). The PEI is a self-
report measure that documents the onset, nature, degree, and duration of substance use in
12-year-old to 18-year-old individuals, and identifies personal risk factors that may
precipitate or sustain substance abuse. Studies examining the psychometric properties of the
PEI revealed adequate internal consistency with alphas of .75 (Winters and Henly 1989). For
the current study, a latent variable was created for substance use at Time 4 using four unique
indicators: Past-year alcohol and marijuana use, which were assessed via 1-item indicators
on a 7-point response scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (40 or more times); past 30-day
cigarette use, which was assessed via 1-item on a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 (not
at all) to 7 (two packs or more a day); and drug use severity, which was assessed using an
18-item measure with response options ranging from 0 (never) to 3 (often). To construct the
Time 3 substance use variable, the four substance use indicators were standardized and
factor loadings from a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) (V= 271, ;(2 (2) = .23, p=.89;
CFIl = 1.00; RMSEA < .001, 90% CI [.00-.06]; SRMR =.004) were used to weight the
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variables in constructing the index. Standardized factor loadings were .74 for alcohol

use, .98 for marijuana use, .57 for cigarette use, and .81 for drug use severity and supported
a one-factor solution. The CFA for Time 4 substance use also revealed a model with good fit
(N=247, y*(2) = 2,51, p=.28; CFI = .99; RMSEA = .03, 90% CI [.00-.14]; SRMR = .02).
Standardized factor loadings for alcohol use (.67), marijuana use (.79), cigarette use (.43),
and drug use severity (.77) also supported a one-factor solution.

Control variables—Adolescent age, gender, and family structure (i.e., single-parent
household) were controlled for in all analyses to account for potential differences across
each of the hypothesized variables, particularly substance use (e.g., Young et al. 2002). Prior
levels of affiliation with deviant peers and substance use also were controlled for in all
analyses.

Analytic Strategy

All analyses were conducted using Mp/us version 6.11 (Muthén and Muthén 1998-2011) to
test the primary hypothesis that parent-adolescent discrepancies in reports of adolescent
secrecy at Time 2 would be positively associated with substance use at Time 4 through
affiliation with deviant peers at Time 3, controlling for prior adolescent substance use, prior
deviant peer affiliation, age, gender, and family structure.

The associations of parent-adolescent discrepancies with affiliation with deviant peers and
substance use were tested using polynomial regression (Laird and De Los Reyes 2013).
Briefly, polynomial regression entails creating a regression equation that contains (a) linear
main effects of parent and adolescent reports of disclosure, (b) quadratic effects of parent
and adolescent reports of disclosure, and (c) the interaction of the linear effects of parent and
adolescent reports of disclosure. The quadratic terms are encouraged to be included in the
model (but not required) in order to account for potentially complex associations (Edwards
1994); however, effects were neither expected, nor hypothesized, so these terms were not
included in our final analyses. The interaction term provides the key test of whether the
association between an outcome and reports of disclosure by one informant vary as a
function of reports by the other informant (Laird and De Los Reyes 2013).

Missing data on all variables were handled using full information maximum likelihood
(FIML) estimation, and bootstrap standard errors and confidence intervals were obtained for
all parameter estimates, using 10,000 draws. Following the recommendations of Hu and
Bentler (1999), several goodness-of-fit indices were used to evaluate model fit, including
comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler 1992), the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA,; Browne and Cudeck 1993), and the standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR; Hu and Bentler 1999). Models with a CFI value at or above .95, a RMSEA value at
or below .05 (Jackson et al. 2009), and a SRMR value at or below .08 (Hu and Bentler 1999)
were considered to have good fit.
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Results

Attrition analyses

Sixty-nine percent of the sample was retained across the four annual assessments. Youth
who had data at all four time points (V= 247) were compared with youth who were missing
data at Time 4 (/= 110) on adolescent gender and family structure using chi square
analysis, and on adolescent age at Time 1 using #tests. Chi square analyses [X2 (1) = 4.44, p
= .04] indicated that females were more likely to remain in the study than were males, but
that attrition did not differ by family structure [X2 (1) = .38, p= .54]. T-tests indicated that
youth who were younger were more likely to remain in the study than older youth, 4355) =
2.45, p=.02 (Mpider = 12.44, SDoiger = 1.71; Myounger = 11.98, SDyounger = 1.57). These
two groups also were compared on deviant peer affiliation, and parent-reported and
adolescent-reported secrecy at Time 2, as well as on each of the four indicators of substance
use at Time 3 using £tests. Regarding deviant peer affiliation, Levine’s test for equality of
variances was violated (F=11.52, p=.001), and there were significant differences between
groups, #91.39) = 2.12, p= .04, such that those youth who did not participate at Time 4
reported higher levels of deviant peer affiliation (M= 6.85, SD = 7.01) compared to youth
who participated at all Time points (M= 4.94, SD = 5.18). There were no significant
differences between groups for adolescent-reported secrecy [£(312) = .32, p=.75] or parent-
reported secrecy [{317) = —.45, p=.65] at Time 2. Regarding the substance use indicators at
Time 3, Levine’s test for equality of variances was violated for alcohol use (F=27.32, p
<.001), marijuana use (F=22.74, p < .001), cigarette use (F=9.68, p=.002), and drug use
severity (F = 7.39, p=.007). There were no significant differences, however, between
groups on alcohol use [426.07) = 1.65, p=.11], marijuana use [{26.44) = 1.73, p=.10],
cigarette use [427.57) = 1.42, p=.17], or drug use severity [/27.48) = 1.21, p=.24].

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations among Core Study Variables

Descriptive information on and correlations among core study variables can be seen in Table
1. There were small but significant gender differences in adolescent reports of adolescent
secrecy at Time 2, such that males reported more secrecy than females. As expected, older
adolescents reported more marijuana, cigarette, and drug use severity compared to younger
youth; however, there was no difference in alcohol use between older and younger
adolescents. Older youth also reported more peer deviance and secrecy, as did their parents.

Hypothesized Model

Figure 1 displays the results of the path model testing the study hypothesis. The data fit the
model adequately (V= 357, ;(2 (34) =79.29, p<.001; CFI =.91; RMSEA = .06, 90% ClI
[.04-.08]; SRMR = .04), and accounted for 43.5% of the variance in substance use at Time
4. As seen in Fig. 1, adolescent-reported secrecy at Time 2 and adolescent-reported
affiliation with deviant peers at Time 3 were positively associated with substance use at
Time 4. No main effects were detected among other core study variables, and there was no
evidence for an indirect effect of discrepancies at Time 2 on substance use at Time 4,
through affiliation with deviant peers at Time 3 (8= .01, p=.54). Parent-adolescent
discrepancies in adolescent secrecy was marginally associated with adolescent substance use
at Time 4 (using a two-tailed significance test). In order to explore trends in these data, the
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relationship between adolescent-reported secrecy and subsequent substance use was plotted
at low (-1 SD), medium (M), and high (+1 SD) levels of parent-reported adolescent secrecy
(see Fig. 2). As can be seen in Fig. 2, as adolescents reported higher levels of secrecy, while
their parents reported lower levels of secrecy, adolescents tended to report higher levels of
substance use.

Discussion

Implications

Although substance use rates have been declining over the past decade, recently there has
been an increase in illicit drug use, particularly marijuana, among African American
adolescents. Although investigators have hypothesized various reasons for problematic
substance use (and associated outcomes) among African American adolescents, few studies
have examined the role of parent-adolescent discrepancies in adolescents’ reports of their
own behavior. Further, potential pathways linking parent-adolescent discrepancies and
substance use behaviors are not well known. This study sought to fill a gap in the literature
by testing a comprehensive model linking discrepancies in parent-adolescent reports of
adolescent secrecy regarding adolescent activities, adolescents’ affiliation with deviant
peers, and subsequent substance use within a sample of low-income, African American
youth living in an urban setting. This research question was driven, in part, by the calls for
and efficacy of alcohol and drug prevention efforts that involve both parent and peer targets
(Newton et al. 2017; Reifman et al. 1998).

Overall, the present findings provide partial support for the hypothesized model. Using an
empirically strong method for testing informant discrepancies, results revealed that
adolescents who were more secretive reported higher rates of substance use two years later,
and adolescents who reported more affiliations with deviant peers reported higher rates of
substance use one year later. Further, there was a marginal effect of parent-adolescent
discrepancies on adolescent substance use two years later. Exploration of this marginal effect
revealed that those adolescents who reported the highest levels of secrecy—and whose
parents reported the lowest levels of adolescent secrecy—reported the highest levels of
substance use. There was not, however, evidence for a mediating role of deviant peer
affiliation. Overall, the findings build on the robust body of research linking parent-
adolescent discrepancies to poor mental health, delinquency, and substance use
(Ohannessian and De Los Reyes 2014; Augenstein et al. 2016; Abar et al. 2015).
Specifically, they highlight the long-term effects of secrecy on substance use, as well as the
role that peers can play in substance use behaviors during adolescence.

The present findings have several implications for research and intervention efforts moving
forward. The finding that adolescent-reported secrecy predicted substance use two years
later supports prior work on discrepancies in adolescent disclosure predicting delinquency
(i.e., substance use) among African American youth. Further, the use of secrecy as our
primary measure of disclosure builds upon work by Frijns and colleagues (2010), and Jaggi
and colleagues (2016), which suggest that secrecy is a distinct component of adolescent
disclosure and is uniquely predictive of adolescent adjustment. A useful next step for future
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research will be to explore how secrecy is differentially associated with various forms of
adolescent adjustment compared to traditional measures of disclosure. It is possible that
secrecy is associated with substance use during adolescence because of the potential legal
ramifications for underage use, whereas secrecy may not have any significant bearing on the
development and maintenance of internalizing symptoms (e.g., Jaggi et al. 2016). It also will
be useful to determine factors that predict parent-adolescent discrepancies in adolescent
disclosure, such as parent-child relationship quality (e.g., Tilton-Weaver 2014). It is likely
that how close an adolescent feels with their parent will influence their disclosure patterns,
which may then mitigate deviant peer affiliation and/or substance use.

The finding that deviant peer affiliation predicted substance use one year later supports
recent research that suggests that peers play an integral part in influencing delinquent
behavior among adolescents (e.g., Lobato et al. 2017). Specifically, peers can play an
integral role in access to illicit substances, as well as the pressure to consume substances.
There are currently several intervention programs that could aid in mitigating the negative
effects of deviant peer affiliation on adolescent substance use. For example, the
Communities That Care (CTC) PLUS program takes a prevention approach to teen
substance use by engaging community leaders and local stakeholders in identifying and
prioritizing risk and protective factors within communities to prevent adolescents from either
engaging with deviant peers, or avoiding substance use when interacting with deviant peers.
Results from this program have been promising, with adolescents being 25% less likely to
initiate delinquent behavior, and 32% less likely to initiate alcohol or cigarette use
(Communities That Care PLUS 2018). This is particularly promising based upon research
suggesting that initiation of substance use (specifically alcohol use) earlier in adolescence is
most strongly associated with increased risk of problematic use throughout adolescence and
young adulthood (e.g., Aiken et al. 2017).

Another approach to curb the negative consequences of deviant peer affiliation is to target
the at-risk peers themselves. The Adventure Trial is a substance use intervention program
initiated by Conrod and colleagues (2013), whereby researchers use a measure of various
personality factors (e.g., hopelessness, sensation-seeking) that often undergird substance use
behaviors to identify adolescents who are most at risk for substance use behaviors. The
intervention entails providing these at-risk youth with a training session on how to use their
abilities and tendencies (e.g., sensation-seeking) to accomplish various goals in their day-to-
day lives. This program limits its focus on substance use and its associated risk factors or
consequences, but instead focuses on the positive development of the youth. Results from
their initial trial revealed significant decreases in binge-drinking and other alcohol use
behaviors among the high-risk adolescents and their low-risk peers, compared to control
schools. The authors suggest that these programs are having a “herd effect” whereby
decreases in alcohol use behaviors among the high-risk adolescents subsequently lessen
alcohol use among low-risk students. This program has been extended to other illicit
substances (i.e., marijuana; Mahu et al. 2015) with similar results. These programs
emphasize the role that peers can play in substance use behaviors, and how various
approaches (e.g., prevention, strength-based) can be used to effectively mitigate substance
use among adolescents.
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Further, the results from the marginal effect of parent-adolescent discrepancies on adolescent
substance use provides partial support for the notion of divergence of perspectives reflecting
maladaptive processes in De Los Reyes and colleagues’ (2013) modified Operations Triad
Model. That is, results suggested that adolescents who reported higher levels of secrecy,
while their parents reported low levels of secrecy, reported more substance use. Although the
effect did not meet our threshold for significance, the trends in the data provide insight into
how informant discrepancies can shed light on maladaptive family processes. A necessary
next step for researchers will be to identify multi-level risk and protective factors predicting
informant discrepancies. As previously mentioned, parent-child relationship quality likely
plays an integral role in what adolescents disclose/keep from their parents. Thinking across
levels and/or domains, it is possible that societal and/or neighborhood factors influence
informant discrepancies. For example, youth may not want to be labeled as a “snitch” for
revealing behaviors of themselves or their friends out of fear of being excluded from friend
groups. In a similar vein, it is possible that deviant peer affiliation affects adolescent secrecy,
perpetuating informant discrepancies. Use of cross-lagged models to examine bi-directional
associations will be helpful in identifying how informant discrepancies change throughout
development.

Strengths and Limitations

The current study had several strengths, which made it well suited to test the main
hypothesis. The most significant strength is the longitudinal design, which allowed us to
detect patterns between parent-adolescent discrepancies, affiliation with deviant peers, and
adolescent substance use over a three-year period. Additionally, the substance use variable
was a latent construct comprised of reports of alcohol, cigarette, and marijuana use, as well
as severity of drug use. Including multiple substances is important because alcohol use rates
are typically lower among African American adolescents compared to other racial/ethnic
adolescent populations (e.g., Caucasian); however, marijuana use is higher among African
American youth compared to the general population (Johnston et al. 2018). Further, the
assessment of severity of use was important, as frequency of use alone often does not predict
problematic substance use behaviors. Lastly, the use of polynomial regression allowed us to
more effectively capture the effects of parent-adolescent discrepancies in secrecy compared
to other techniques (e.g., difference scores).

Despite these strengths, this study is not without limitations. First, all substance use
variables were assessed by self-report measures, which could have led to reporter bias.
Corroborating reports with peers or other trusted sources might be a strategy to reduce this
bias. Second, all parental information was provided by female caregivers. Due to limitations
in funding we did not collect information from other individuals in the home who were
serving in a parenting role (e.g., fathers, aunts, uncles). This would have provided additional
perspectives, and perhaps different levels of disclosure depending on the adult. Another
limitation of our study is that we employed a design that utilized annual assessments.
Although this allowed us to track adolescents through a significant developmental period, it
also meant that we lost the opportunity to capture changes in parent and peer relationships
that occurred over a shorter period of time. Our community-based recruitment strategy,
which did target eligible neighborhoods but not include a random sampling strategy, likely
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yielded a sample that was not representative of the population, limiting the generalizability
of the findings. Lastly, although we sought to examine parent-adolescent discrepancies and
deviant peer affiliation among African American adolescents, the specificity of the sample
also limits the generalizability of these findings. Future studies should attempt to replicate
the hypothesized model using different racial and ethnic groups to determine if the
hypothesized pathways vary across groups.

Conclusion

The present study contributes to our understanding of how discrepancies in adolescents’
secrecy with their parents relates to deviant peer affiliation and subsequent substance use.
This is particularly important to understand among African American youth, as this is often
overlooked, and the consequences of substance use are more detrimental for these
adolescents. Although we did not find evidence for a mediating effect of deviant peer
affiliation, the current findings emphasize the main effects of secrecy and deviant peer
affiliation on substance use during adolescence. The present study contributes to the growing
body of researchers and interventionists who see the merit in targeting both peer and
parental influences in prevention and intervention efforts designed to curb adolescent
substance use. Including parent-adolescent discrepancies in communication as one indicator
of family dynamics may enrich this work and provide unique predictive information about
adolescent substance use.
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Fig. 1.

Structural equation model of relationships among discrepancies between parent and
adolescent reports of adolescent secrecy, affiliation with deviant peers, and adolescent
substance use, controlling for adolescent age, gender, family structure, and prior levels of
core constructs. Only the core mediation and significant individual pathways are presented.
Adolescent substance use was indicated by past-year reports of alcohol and marijuana use,
past 30-day cigarette use, and past-year drug use severity. Parent-adolescent discrepancies
reflect the interaction between parent- and adolescent-reported secrecy. Standardized
estimates are presented in the model. (V= 357, ;(2 (34) =79.29, p<.001; CFI = .91;
RMSEA = .06, 90% CI [.04-.08]; SRMR = .04).
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Plot of the interaction between parent-reported adolescent secrecy, and adolescent-reported
secrecy, predicting adolescent substance use. Although the effect of the interaction on
substance use was only marginally significant (o =.07), it was plotted to analyze trends in
the data. Estimates from the simple slopes analyses are presented in the graph
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