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Parents can use solicitation (asking questions) and control (disclosure rules) to obtain information about adolescents, but
only if youths comply. Snooping might uncover additional information, but also strongly violates privacy expectations.
Three studies of parents and adolescents examined distinctions between snooping, solicitation, and control. Differences
existed in terms of factor structure and frequency (Studies 1–2), links to perceived invasion (Study 1), correlations with
problematic communication, behavior, and relationships (Study 2), and parent–adolescent (dis)agreement about accept-
ability (Study 3). Snooping is a relatively infrequent monitoring behavior, compared to solicitation and control, but
appears to be a stronger indicator of problems in adolescent and family functioning. We discuss implications regarding
the necessity and appropriateness of particular parental monitoring behaviors.

The last two decades of research on parental moni-
toring strongly suggest that adolescents are the
“gatekeepers” of parents’ knowledge about their
free-time activities and associations (e.g., Keijsers,
Branje, VanderValk, & Meeus, 2010; Marshall,
Tilton-Weaver, & Bosdet, 2005). Further, active
parental strategies such as solicitation (asking about
youths’ behavior) and control (explicit rules for per-
mission seeking and disclosure) might not hold
direct links with either their knowledge about chil-
dren nor with adolescents’ delinquent behaviors
(Keijsers et al., 2010; Kerr, Stattin, & Burk, 2010).
Importantly, the vast majority of research has
focused exclusively on overt monitoring strategies
conducted with adolescents’ full awareness. How-
ever, parents might also resort to covert monitor-
ing, or “snooping,” such as searching through
belongings and reading e-mails without permis-
sion. When parents suspect adolescent dishonesty
and problem behavior, or sense a rift in the rela-
tionship, they may not be content to rely on
youths’ voluntary disclosures (McKinney, 1998;
Tang & Dong, 2006; see also Lavy, Mikulincer, &
Shaver, 2010; Vinkers, Finkenauer, & Hawk, 2011).
Qualitative evidence suggests that parents wrestle

with the appropriateness of such actions (McKin-
ney, 1998). Thus, considering covert monitoring
and its distinction from solicitation and control rep-
resents an important contribution to literature on
information management in families.

Prior research has examined snooping as part of
general, undifferentiated measures of intrusive
behavior (Buyukcan-Tetik, Finkenauer, Kuppens, &
Vohs, 2013; Vinkers et al., 2011), or in contrast to
more overt privacy violations (e.g., entering rooms
without knocking, giving unwanted advice; Ledbet-
ter et al., 2010; Ledbetter & Vik, 2012; Petronio,
1994). Thus, while snooping has been considered
within a broader constellation of disrespectful
actions (cf. Barber, Xia, Olsen, McNeely, & Bose,
2012), more focused comparisons with strategies
specifically aimed at acquiring information are lar-
gely absent. Further, while snooping has been
examined in both college samples (Ledbetter et al,
2010; Ledbetter & Vik, 2012; Petronio, 1994) and
spouses (Buyukcan-Tetik et al., 2013; Vinkers et al.,
2011), younger adolescents and their parents are
rarely considered. To date, the only study to do so
(Cottrell et al., 2007) found snooping to be a
distinct but relatively infrequent monitoring
dimension linked to lower parental knowledge and
problematic family communication. This research,
however, contrasted snooping with an undifferenti-
ated “direct monitoring” dimension conflating
solicitation and control. As these latter strategies
have also been shown to differ both in youths’ per-
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ceptions of their acceptability and in their links
with various aspects of relationships with parents
(e.g., Hawk, Hale, Raaijmakers, & Meeus, 2008;
Kerr & Stattin, 2000), research is still needed that
contrasts all three of these behaviors with one
another.

Parents’ access to youths’ personal spaces (e.g.,
bedrooms), property (e.g., school bags), and com-
munications (e.g., mobile phones, personal comput-
ers) might distinguish snooping from overt
monitoring in terms of frequency and justifiability.
In addition, family attempts to strike a balance
between individuation and continued closeness in
adolescence might also produce differential associa-
tions between particular monitoring behaviors and
youths’ adjustment (Cottrell et al., 2007) or informa-
tion management (e.g., disclosure, secrecy; Laird &
Marrero, 2010; Tilton-Weaver & Marshall, 2008). To
date, these links have not been addressed in prior
research. In short, although there is reason to believe
that parental snooping comprises a monitoring
strategy that is distinct from solicitation and control,
related evidence is scarce with regard to factor
structure, distinct links with adolescent adjustment
and information management, and family members’
views on when such actions are justified.

Various monitoring behaviors appear to differ in
the extent to which they violate youths’ privacy
expectations. Prior research reported direct longitu-
dinal links from earlier solicitation to later per-
ceived invasion (Hawk et al., 2008). Compared to
parental control, however, solicitation also holds
stronger links with youths’ disclosure (Keijsers,
Frijns, Branje, & Meeus, 2009), less antisocial behav-
ior (Laird, Marrero, & Sentse, 2009), and more posi-
tive family relationships (Kerr & Stattin, 2000).
Notably, links from earlier parental control to later
invasion perceptions existed only for youths report-
ing higher quality relationships with parents (Hawk
et al., 2008). These results suggest that monitoring
is increasingly viewed as intrusive when it more
explicitly violates existing expectations about trust
and the ability to selectively disclose. With this in
mind, the unpredictability and restriction of infor-
mation management options that characterize
snooping (Petronio, 1994) suggest that adolescents
could perceive it as highly invasive of privacy.

Youths might restore violated privacy bound-
aries through evasion and disengagement (Petro-
nio, 1994, 2000). Indeed, perceived invasion holds
cross-sectional and longitudinal links with a range
of negative outcomes, including more problem
behavior (Laird, Marrero, Melching, & Kuhn,
2013a), adolescent–parent conflict (Hawk, Keijsers,

Hale, & Meeus, 2009; Laird et al., 2013a), conceal-
ment from parents (Hawk et al., 2013; Laird et al.,
2013a), and reduced parental knowledge (Hawk
et al., 2013). Regardless of whether these are pre-
cursors or consequences of invasive actions, the
implication is that invasive monitoring is correlated
with indices of poorer adjustment. To date, how-
ever, studies have focused more strongly on gen-
eral invasion perceptions instead of specific
behaviors, and a narrower range of monitoring
strategies that has rarely included snooping. In the
present research, we explicitly investigated differ-
ential patterns of correlations that snooping, solici-
tation, and control hold with indicators of
adolescents’ adjustment and relations with parents.

In summary, the present research aimed to shed
additional light on parental snooping, which has
received substantially less attention than parental
solicitation and control. Using three independent
samples of adolescents and/or their parents, we
aimed to examine differences and similarities
between snooping and overt monitoring strategies.
In Study 1, we examined youth reports of snoop-
ing, solicitation, and control in terms of factor
structure, frequency, and links to perceived privacy
invasion. In Study 2, we considered convergent
and divergent associations between each parent-
reported monitoring strategy and correlates includ-
ing youths’ disclosure, secrecy, lying, and problem
behavior, as well as parents’ own concerns about
their children and their perceptions of self-efficacy.
In Study 3, we compared adolescent and parental
views of when each strategy could be a justifiable
method of obtaining parental knowledge. These
initial comparisons can provide valuable informa-
tion for adolescents, parents, practitioners, and
researchers aiming to establish guidelines for
acceptable and beneficial information sharing
between family members.

STUDY 1

Study 1 compared snooping, solicitation, and control
in terms of factor structure and links with percep-
tions of privacy invasion. We expected to find a
three-dimensional structure, representing each
respective parental monitoring behavior. While we
expected that all three behaviors might be linked to
perceived privacy invasion (Hawk et al., 2008; Petro-
nio, 1994), we also predicted that snooping would
hold the strongest association. Finally, we explored
potential gender differences in each monitoring
behavior with regard to factor structure, links to per-
ceived invasion, and reported frequency.
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Method

Participants. Participants were 574 Dutch ado-
lescents (48% male) between the ages of 13 and 16
(M = 14.56, SD = 0.95), recruited from nine differ-
ent high schools in the Netherlands. The vast
majority of youths (95%) were born in the Nether-
lands. They followed different educational pro-
grams, with the majority (84%) receiving either
higher vocational training or preparing for univer-
sity. The majority of youths reported both mothers
(85%) and fathers (85%) being of Dutch ancestry.
Other backgrounds included Moroccan, Turkish,
Surinamese, and Indonesian.

Procedure. Permission was obtained from par-
ticipating schools and parents. Questionnaires were
administered to youths during common education
(nonelective) courses. All participants were
informed of their right to withdraw from the study
and were guaranteed confidentiality.

Measures. Snooping. Adolescents reported
on parental snooping using four items on a 5-point
Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = very often). The items
were the following: “How often do your parents. . .
Try to secretly listen in on your telephone or com-
puter conversations?”; “Read your diary without
your permission?”; “Try to secretly read your e-
mail or text messages?”; and “Look through your
personal things without your permission?” This
measure had good reliability (a = .80).

Parental control. Dutch translations of four
items by Kerr and Stattin (2000) were used to mea-
sure parental control, consisting of a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = never, 5 = very often). This questionnaire
asks adolescents about the extent to which they
have to ask permission and/or tell parents about
their free-time activities and peer associations.
Based on prior factor analyses conducted with sim-
ilar Dutch samples (Hawk et al., 2008), a fifth item
from the original scale (“Do you need your parents’
permission to come home late on a weekday
night?”) was omitted. Internal consistency for the
remaining four items was good (a = .78) and paral-
leled scores found in earlier studies on Dutch
youths (Hawk et al., 2008).

Parental solicitation. Adolescents responded to
three Dutch-translated items from Kerr and Stat-
tin’s (2000) five-item parental solicitation measure,
arranged on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never,
5 = very often). Questions concern how often par-
ents initiated direct conversations with children
about their activities. As previous research with

similar samples (Hawk et al., 2008) showed prob-
lematic factor loadings for two of the original items
(both concerning parent’s talking to children’s
friends), these items were eliminated in the present
study. Reliability of this three-item scale was suffi-
cient (a = .65) and comparable to previous research
(Hawk et al., 2008; Kerr & Stattin, 2000).

Perceived privacy invasion. A Dutch translation
of the Level of Expressed Emotion (LEE) question-
naire (Hale, Raaijmakers, Gerlsma, & Meeus, 2007)
assessed adolescents’ perceptions of privacy inva-
sion. A recent study (Laird, Marrero, Melching, &
Kuhn, 2013b) recommended omitting three items of
the original seven-item measure to avoid conflating
perceived invasion with perceived monitoring.
Adolescents responded to four items on a 5-point
scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The
items included: “My parents. . . Are always interfer-
ing”; “Are always nosing into my business”; “Have
to know everything about me”; and “Intrude into
my private matters.” The scale showed good reli-
ability (a = .85) that was comparable to prior stud-
ies (Hawk et al., 2008).

Statistical analyses. There were no missing
data for this study. As this is the first study to
explicitly examine differences between snooping
and both solicitation and control, we report the
observed mean scores of each monitoring variable
to facilitate easy comparisons with prior and future
research. We conducted an exploratory factor ana-
lysis on items related to snooping, solicitation, and
control, using Oblimin rotation to account for cor-
relations between dimensions. The threshold for
acceptable factor loadings was set at ≥.40. We fur-
ther included these three constructs in a latent vari-
able structural equation model (SEM) (Mplus v.7;
Muth�en & Muth�en, 1998–2011) using maximum-
likelihood estimation. We used a series of Wald
tests to compare the relative strengths of the paths
leading from each monitoring behavior to adoles-
cents’ perceived privacy invasion. Adolescents’ age
was regressed onto all four latent variables, to con-
trol for potential age differences. Acceptable fit in
SEM was set at comparative fit index (CFI) ≥ .90,
and root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) and standardized root mean square resi-
dual (SRMR) ≤ .08 (Kline, 2011).

Results

Mean scores of monitoring frequency. Youths
reported the lowest frequency for snooping
(M = 1.30, SD = 0.57), followed by solicitation
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(M = 3.11, SD = 0.88), and control (M = 3.40,
SD = 1.03). In total, 62.50% of youths reported that
snooping “never” occurred.

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA). A principal
components factor analysis with Oblimin rotation
resulted in a three-factor solution (eigenvalues >1)
that explained 50.29% variance. Examination of the
scree plot also confirmed a drop-off after three
dimensions. As expected, items showed principal
loadings on only one of the three dimensions,
which corresponded to the three types of monitor-
ing behavior: snooping (loadings .70–.77; 19.53%
variance), solicitation (loadings .56–.72; 8.22% vari-
ance), and control (loadings .46–.92; 22.54%
variance). Further, no items showed substantial
cross-loadings on other dimensions (all cross-load-
ings ≤.13). Thus, as predicted, this initial factor
analysis showed snooping to be a dimension
of parental monitoring behavior distinct from
solicitation and control.

Confirmatory factor analysis and links with per-
ceived privacy invasion. The latent variable
model examining links between the three monitor-
ing behaviors and adolescents’ perceptions of
parental privacy invasion, controlled for age,
showed an acceptable fit according to rules of
thumb provided by Kline (2011), v2 (95) = 257.16,
p < .001; CFI = .95, RMSEA = .06, 90% confidence
interval (CI) = .04–.06, SRMR = .05. We then tested
whether adolescent gender moderated this model
by adding subsequent constraints upon factor load-
ings, intercorrelations between dimensions, and
links with perceived invasion. As none of these

constraints resulted in fit changes >.01, the model
could be treated as equivalent between genders
(Chen, 2007). Following these tests, we then added
gender as a predictive variable to the model to
examine potential differences between boys and
girls in frequency of monitoring strategies or per-
ceptions of privacy invasion.

This final latent variable model (Figure 1),
including both age and gender, showed an accept-
able fit, v2 (106) = 278.29, p < .001; CFI = .95,
RMSEA = .05, 90% CI = .05–.06, SRMR = .05. All
monitoring indicators showed acceptable loadings
on their respective latent variables (loadings
.57–.88), as did the indicators for perceived privacy
invasion (loadings .65–.88). While solicitation and
control showed a significant correlation with one
another, neither of these dimensions was signifi-
cantly correlated with snooping.

As expected, all three monitoring behaviors
showed associations with perceived privacy inva-
sion; whereas these links were modest for solicita-
tion and control (b = .12, p = .05 and b = .21,
p < .001, respectively), the link between snooping
and perceived invasion was more substantial
(b = .38, p < .001). Three Wald tests showed that
although the strength of links with invasion did
not differ between solicitation and control (Wald
(1) = .50, p = .48), both of these links were signifi-
cantly smaller than the association between snoop-
ing and perceived invasion (Wald (1) = 15.86,
p < .001 and Wald (1) = 13.06, p < .001, respec-
tively).

Regarding gender differences, we found that
girls reported more solicitation and control com-
pared to boys (both bs = .25, p = <.001). Boys and

.88 
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1 2 3 4
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.74 .88 .80 .65 
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1 2 3 4
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.36*** 

2 1 
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FIGURE 1 Latent variable structural equation model examining relations between monitoring behaviors and perceived privacy inva-
sion. All latent variables were controlled for adolescent age and gender. v2 (106) = 278.29***; comparative fit index (CFI) = .95; root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .05; standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = .05; *p ≤ .05; ***p ≤ .001.
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girls did not differ on frequencies of parental
snooping and perceptions of parental privacy inva-
sion (b = �0.04, p = .39 and b = 0.01, p = .85,
respectively). Age was negatively correlated with
parental control (r = �.12, p = .01), suggesting less
frequent control among older youths. Snooping
showed a modest positive correlation with age
(r = .11, p = .01). Reports of solicitation (r = .09,
p = .07) and privacy invasion were not correlated
with age (r = .04, p = .38).

Study 1 Discussion

This initial study examining adolescent reports of
snooping largely supported our hypotheses. Survey
items related to snooping frequency emerged as a
behavioral dimension distinct from parental solici-
tation and control in both exploratory and confir-
matory factor analyses. Snooping held the strongest
links with perceptions of parental privacy invasion.
The invasiveness of snooping was also reflected in
the finding that more than half of youths reported
this activity to never occur. Solicitation and control
were also modestly associated with perceived inva-
sion, with effect sizes that paralleled a prior longi-
tudinal study of these links (Hawk et al., 2008).
Others have suggested that, although youths might
find overt demands for information to be intrusive,
they can potentially mitigate this association
through a combination of disclosures, omissions,
and outright refusals (Hawk et al., 2008, 2009; Mar-
shall et al., 2005; Petronio, 1994). In contrast, the
unpredictability and covert nature of snooping
negates youths’ agency in choosing responses that
best suit their privacy needs (Ledbetter et al., 2010;
Ledbetter & Vik, 2012; Petronio, 1994, 2010).

The higher levels of solicitation and control for
girls, compared to boys, are consistent with prior
studies on Dutch adolescents (Hawk et al., 2008;
Keijsers et al., 2009). The negative link between age
and control, and a trend toward a positive link
between age and solicitation, is also in line with
longitudinal evidence that parents decrease control
over time (Hawk et al., 2008; Keijsers et al., 2009)
and instead rely more strongly on youths’ own
willingness to share information (Keijsers et al.,
2010; Kerr et al., 2010) or disclose in the context of
an open dialogue (Smetana, Metzger, Gettman, &
Campione-Barr, 2006). Notably, there was also a
positive correlation between age and snooping. This
could reflect a tendency for parents to resort to such
behavior in the face of growing expectations that
they reduce their overt authority (Hawk et al.,
2013), even if their desire to stay knowledgeable

remains strong. Alternatively, youths’ expanding
privacy claims might mean that older adolescents
are especially aware or suspicious of such behavior
occurring (cf. Petronio, 1994).

In either respect, parents’ likely desire to avoid
invading youths’ privacy except when concerns
over dishonesty or problem behavior are more
severe (McKinney, 1998; Tang & Dong, 2006; see
also Buyukcan-Tetik et al., 2013; Vinkers et al.,
2011), and when information is unlikely to be dis-
covered through voluntary compliance with disclo-
sure requests. It is further interesting to question
whether parental suspicions and/or actual youth
behavior problems hold stronger links with snoop-
ing. Examining parents’ own reports of the fre-
quency with which they engage in snooping,
relative to other monitoring behaviors, could shed
additional light on these issues. Investigating possi-
ble correlates of snooping could also reveal distinct
parental mindsets and (suspected) adolescent
behaviors linked to these intrusive actions. These
issues were investigated further in Study 2.

STUDY 2

In Study 2, parents reported on the extent to
which they used snooping, solicitation, and con-
trol with their adolescents. We again expected a
three-dimensional structure. We also again
expected snooping to be relatively infrequent,
compared to solicitation and control. We collected
both parent and adolescent reports of youths’ vol-
untary disclosure, secrecy, lying, and antisocial
behavior. We also assessed parents’ worries
regarding the potential for their children to get
into trouble, their concerns about parent–child
relationship deterioration, and perceptions of their
parenting efficacy. We expected parents’ reports of
snooping to hold stronger positive links with
youth secrecy, lying, problem behavior, and
parental worry—and stronger negative links with
parenting efficacy perceptions—than solicitation or
control. Relying on parents’ reports of snooping
allowed us to ascertain a more complete under-
standing of the extent to which this behavior
occurs, as compared to youth perceptions that
might involve either under- or over-reporting due
to lack of awareness or unfounded suspicion. By
gathering reports on information management and
problem behavior from both parents and children,
we could explore whether parental suspicions
and/or actual youth behavior problems held
stronger links with snooping, compared to solicita-
tion and control.
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Method

Participants. The sample came from six
schools in a small city in southern Sweden, as
part of a larger study of 645 adolescents. From
this larger sample, a total of 200 families (31% of
those approached) agreed to participate, each
consisting of an adolescent between 13 and
16 years and at least one parent. The majority of
adolescents reported themselves (71%), mothers
(66%) and fathers (68%) being of Swedish origin,
and from a two-parent household (62%). Data on
place of birth and family makeup were not
reported by 25% of adolescents. When both par-
ents agreed to participate, one was selected at
random. Of these families, seven parents did not
return complete snooping, solicitation, and control
data and thus could not be considered further.
As a result of a clerical error, gender for a large
portion of the parents (48%) was not recorded.
Parental gender could thus not be considered fur-
ther. Cases in which parental gender was
recorded consisted of 66 mothers and 31 fathers.
Of the 193 families with intact parental monitor-
ing responses, 138 adolescents (Mage = 14.75,
SD = 0.83; 53% girls) completed the scales related
to information management and problem
behavior.

Procedure. As part of the larger study, teams
of research assistants collected data during class-
room hours (2 per classroom). No teachers or class-
room assistants remained in the classrooms.
Students were told about the purpose of the study,
the types of questions being asked, and about their
rights to refuse answering any or all questions
without fear of repercussions. Questionnaires were
handed out, and students were given 2 hr to com-
plete them, with a 30-min break after the first hour.
During this break, they were provided with
refreshments. After data collection from the adoles-
cents, they were each given movie passes worth
100 Swedish kronor (approximately $15 USD, the
price of one movie). Parents were sent question-
naires to the students’ address of record and
instructed to complete them at their convenience,
returning them in postage-paid envelopes. Parents
who participated were sent the same set of movie
passes (worth 100 SEK).

Measures. Parental snooping. Parents
reported their snooping using the same four items
used in Study 1, on a 4-point scale (1 = never,
2 = once or twice, 3 = quite a lot, and 4 = all the time).

The measure had adequate reliability (Cronbach’s
a = .78).

Parental solicitation. Parents reported on their
solicitation using six items inspired by Stattin and
Kerr’s (2000; Kerr & Stattin, 2000) original measure
(“How often do you ask your child. . . What he/she
does in his/her free time?; What he/she does when
he/she are on his/her own?; Who his/her friends
are and what they are like?; Where he/she goes or
what he/she does in the evenings?; Where he/she
is or what he/she is doing after school before he/
she gets home?; and Where he/she goes or what
he/she does on the weekends when he/she is
away from home?”). Items were scored on a 4-
point scale (1 = almost never; 2 = sometimes;
3 = almost every time; and 4 = every time). The mea-
sure had good reliability (Cronbach’s a = .86).

Parental control. Parents reported on how often
they required their children to disclose information
or proactively seek permission, using four items
inspired by Stattin and Kerr’s (2000; Kerr & Stattin,
2000) original parental control measure (“If he/she
has been out very late one night, do you require that
he/she explain what he/she did and whom he/she
was with?; Before he/she goes out on a Saturday
night, does he/she have to tell you where he/she is
going and with whom?; Does he/she have to tell
you where he/she is at night, who he/she is with,
and what they do together?; and If he/she goes out
on a Saturday night, does he/she have to inform
you in advance about who he/she will be with and
what he/she will be doing?”). Items were scored on
a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never; 2 = seldom;
3 = sometimes; 4 = most of the time; and 5 = always).
Reliability was good (Cronbach’s a = .82).

Information management. Both adolescents and
parents reported on three adolescent information
management behaviors related to their free-time
activities and peer associations, namely voluntary
disclosure (five items, e.g., “Do you talk to your par-
ents, without being asked, about things you do
when you’re out with your friends?”), secrecy (four
items, e.g., “Do you have a lot of secrets from your
parents about what you do in your free time?”), and
lying (three items, e.g., “Do you lie to your parents
about what you do with friends?”) (all modified
from Kerr & Stattin, 2000; Tilton-Weaver, 2014).
Items were scored on a 5-point scale (1 = never,
5 = very often). The three measures all demonstrated
good reliability for both parents (Cronbach’s
as = .90, .83, and .90, respectively) and adolescents
(Cronbach’s as = .85, .80, and .76, respectively).

Antisocial behavior. Adolescents and parents
both reported on a variety of (perceived)
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adolescent problem behaviors using 20 items from
Magnusson, Dun�er, and Zetterblom’s (1975) youth
delinquency scale. Items included assessments of
theft (e.g., taken things from a store, stand, or shop
without paying), vandalism (e.g., taken part in
painting graffiti), substance use (e.g., used mari-
juana or other drugs), and violent behavior (e.g.,
participated in a street fight in town). These items
were scored on a 5-point Likert scale (0 = never
happened, 4 = happened more than 10 times). Aggre-
gate scores across all 20 items were computed for
both parents (Cronbach’s a = .80) and adolescents
(Cronbach’s a = .78).

Parenting efficacy. Parents’ self-efficacy was
measured with nine items, including several from
Freedman-Doan, Arbreton, Harold, and Eccles
(1993) and Tilton-Weaver and Galambos (2003), as
well as new items created for the larger study (Til-
ton-Weaver, 2014). These items tapped into par-
ent’s beliefs regarding their ability to positively
influence their children’s social development and
behavior (e.g., “How much can you do now to help
[your] child select friends that are good for him/
her?”). Items were scored on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 = not much, 5 = a great deal). The scale had good
reliability (Cronbach’s a = .93).

Parental worry. Parents’ worries about beliefs in
two domains, namely problem behavior (e.g., “I am
worried that my child will get into more trouble
this coming year than the last”) and relationship
deterioration (e.g., “I worry that my child will stop
loving and respecting me”), were measured with
five and three items, respectively. The antisocial
items were derived from prior studies (Freedman-
Doan et al., 1993; Tilton-Weaver & Galambos,
2003), while the relationship deterioration items
were created for the larger study (Tilton-Weaver,
2014). Both scales had good reliability (Cronbach’s
a = .87 and .84, respectively).

Strategy of analysis. We again report the
observed means of each parent-reported monitor-
ing strategy, to facilitate easy comparison with
prior research. We performed a confirmatory factor
analysis in Mplus v.7 on parents’ reports of snoop-
ing, solicitation, and control, to verify these moni-
toring strategies again comprised three separate
dimensions. Each latent monitoring factor was
allowed to correlate with the other two to account
for overlap between the constructs. In line with
suggestions from Mplus modification indices, we
allowed three sets of errors for the solicitation
items to correlate. We then added the various ado-
lescent- and parent-reported correlates of interest

to this basic model, to ascertain the unique rela-
tionships between each monitoring behavior and
the variables of interest by controlling each strategy
for the other two. We made two choices in analyti-
cal strategy, for the sake of consistency across these
models. First, due to the relatively large number of
parameters that would be involved in fully latent
models for some of these correlates (e.g., parent
and adolescent reports of problem behavior would
each involve 20 indicators) compared to the rela-
tively small sample size, we used mixed models
involving latent variables for the monitoring behav-
iors and observed scores for the correlates of inter-
est. Second, due to the aforementioned disparity in
parent versus adolescent sample sizes, and the fact
that adolescents did not report on all of the corre-
lates reported by parents, we ran separate models
for parent and adolescent reports (a total of 11
models involving the correlates of interest).

Handling of missing data. With regard to par-
ent models, missing values ranged from 1% to 5%
across all items. A series of Little’s (1988) missing
completely at random (MCAR) tests on the vari-
ables in each model were not significant (ranging
from v2(137) = 131.95, p = .61 for the basic model,
to v2(366) = 402.50, p = .09), nor was the overall
MCAR with all variables included (v2(4218) =
3281.352, p = 1.00). This indicated a good fit in
sample scores with and without imputation.
Regarding adolescent models, the MCAR tests
for disclosure and secrecy were significant
(v2(298) = 338.61, p = .05, and v2(262) = 323.61, p =
.006, respectively). Even though the results of this
conservative test were significant, the relatively
low chi-square/degree of freedom (df) ratios (1.14
and 1.24, respectively) still indicated a good fit
between scores with and without imputation
(Bollen, 1989). We therefore used full information
maximum-likelihood (FIML) estimation in all
models to account for missing data.

Results

Mean scores of monitoring frequency. As in
Study 1, snooping was reported as a less frequent
behavior in comparison with solicitation or control,
and solicitation also occurred less frequently than
control (see Table 1). From the total sample, 60.10%
of parents reported “never” engaging in snooping.

Confirmatory factor analysis. The confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) conducted on parents’ reports
of snooping, solicitation, and control yielded an
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acceptable model fit (v2 (71) = 118.53, p < .001,
CFI = .96, RMSEA = .06, 90% CI = .04–.08, SRMR =
.06) (Kline, 2011). Standardized factor loadings for
each dimension were acceptable (loadings for
snooping .58–.80, loadings for solicitation .67–.81,
and loadings for control .55–.86). Solicitation was
significantly correlated with both snooping (b = .18,
p = .03) and control (b = .36, p < .001), but control
and snooping were not correlated (b = �.11,
p = .18). Adding age and gender did not produce
any associations with snooping, solicitation, or
control (all p > .21) and worsened the fit of
the model when included (e.g., DCFI = �.03,
DRMSEA = .01). Therefore, they were not retained
as predictors.

Partial correlations. We then added observed
scores of the parent- and adolescent-reported vari-
ables of interest to this basic model. Means and
standard deviations of these scores can be seen in
Table 1, as can the SEM correlations between each
monitoring strategy and the variable of interest.
Each of the models had an adequate fit (v2(82)
from 120.06 to 138.57, all ps < .001; CFIs from .93 to
.97; RMSEAs from .05 to .07; 90% CI (lower) from
.03 to .05; 90% CI (upper) from .07 to .08; all
SRMRs = .06).

Controlling for parent-reported solicitation and
control, parent-reported snooping held significant
positive correlations with perceived adolescent

lying (b = .44, p < .001) and adolescent-reported
lying (b = .28, p = .003), adolescent-reported secrecy
(b = .27, p = .002), parent-reported perceptions of
adolescent antisocial behavior (b = .26, p < .001),
worries about problem behavior (b = .21, p = .007),
and worries about relationship deterioration
(b = .24, p = .002). Additionally, parent-reported
snooping was negatively correlated with their per-
ceptions of parenting efficacy (b = �.29, p < .001).
Snooping was not linked with adolescent- or
parent-reported disclosure, parents’ perceptions of
adolescent secrecy, or with adolescent-reported
antisocial behavior.

Controlling for parent-reported snooping and
control, parent-reported solicitation showed signifi-
cant positive correlations with perceptions of par-
enting efficacy (b = .21, p = .004), adolescent-
reported secrecy (b = .24, p = .004), and adolescent
lying (b = .17, p = .05). No other correlations were
significant. Controlling for parent-reported snoop-
ing and solicitation, parent-reported control
showed only one significant correlation in these
models, namely a positive relationship with parent-
reported efficacy (b = .20, p = .007).

To compare the correlation strengths within each
model, we then conducted a series of post hoc
Wald tests. In comparison with solicitation or con-
trol, parent-reported snooping was more strongly
correlated with parent reports of adolescent lying
(Wald (1) = 16.72, p < .001 and Wald (1) = 18.41,

TABLE 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Partial Correlations With Parent-Reported Monitoring Behaviors (Study 2)

M (SD)

Partial Correlations (df)

Snoop (P) Solicit (P) Control (P)

b SE b SE b SE

Snoop (P) 1.21 (0.39) – – –
Solicit (P) 2.56 (0.57) – – –
Control (P) 4.49 (0.64) – – –
Voluntary disclosure (P) 3.67 (0.83) .13a .08 .04a .09 .07a .09
Secrecy (P) 1.61 (0.62) -.07a .09 .15a .09 .01a .09
Lying (P) 1.33 (0.54) .44***a .07 -.04b .08 -.14b .08
Antisocial behavior (P) .03 (0.11) .26**a .08 .01b .08 -.11b .08
Efficacy (P) 3.43 (0.79) -.29***a .07 .21**b .07 .20**b .08
Worry (prob. behavior) (P) 2.24 (1.16) -.21**a .08 .04a .08 .03a .08
Worry (relationship) (P) 1.72 (1.10) -.24**a .08 -.04b .08 -.03b .08
Voluntary disclosure (A) 3.23 (0.89) -.11a .08 -.00a .09 .06a .09
Secrecy (A) 2.03 (0.80) .27**a .09 .24**a .08 .12a .09
Lying (A) 1.71 (0.69) .28**a .09 .17*a .09 .02a .09
Antisocial behavior (A) 0.09 (0.16) -.06a .10 -.05a .09 .05a .09

Note. P = Parent-reported variable; A = adolescent-reported variable. Alphabetical superscripts denote significant differences between
monitoring behaviors at p < .05. All correlations are controlled for the other two monitoring behaviors.
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.

450 HAWK, BECHT, AND BRANJE



p < .001, respectively), parent’s perceptions of anti-
social behavior (Wald (1) = 5.06, p = .03 and Wald
(1) = 9.00, p = .003, respectively), negative percep-
tions of their efficacy (Wald (1) = 20.24, p < .001
and Wald (1) = 14.94, p < .001, respectively), and
worries about relationship deterioration (Wald
(1) = 6.06, p = .01 andWald (1) = 4.16, p = .04, respec-
tively). No additional Wald tests were significant.

Study 2 Discussion

The results of Study 2 supported the notion that
parents’ reports of monitoring strategies shared a
structure similar to that of adolescents’ reports in
Study 1, with snooping, solicitation, and control
comprising three separate dimensions of behavior.
Interestingly, a similar proportion of parents
(60.10%) in Study 2 reported never engaging in
snooping, compared with adolescent reports from
Study 1 (62.50%). These results thus replicate the
relative infrequency of such behavior in compari-
son with active parental strategies that are per-
formed with adolescents’ full knowledge. Further
underscoring the distinctiveness of snooping, the
only significant tests of correlation strength differ-
ences were those that compared this covert strategy
with solicitation and control. In contrast, solicita-
tion or control never differed from one another.
These results suggest that snooping is more
strongly linked to a particular set of problematic
antecedents and/or outcomes, compared to overt
monitoring.

The results showed that snooping was more
strongly tied to suspicions about youths’ problem
behavior than were solicitation or control. Only
snooping was linked with perceptions of adoles-
cents’ antisocial behavior, as well as parents’ wor-
ries about the relationship and concerns about
youths’ future misbehavior (although this latter
correlation was not significantly stronger). Adoles-
cent-reported antisocial behavior held no ties with
snooping, and neither solicitation nor control corre-
lated with any variables related to antisocial behav-
ior. Earlier studies have shown parents’ own
monitoring reports to be poor predictors of adoles-
cent-reported problem behavior (e.g., Bumpus,
Crouter, & McHale, 2001). That parents’ reports of
overt monitoring were uncorrelated with their per-
ceptions or worries could indicate that they regard
such efforts as a duty, regardless of whether they
are effective.

The results suggest that parents’ suspicions and
anxieties about their children, and not the actuali-
ties of youths’ behaviors, might be the prime moti-

vator of snooping. Notably, the negative link
between snooping and parents’ perceived efficacy
underscores the temptation to use such tactics
when they lack confidence about their own skills
or relationships. In contrast, the positive link that
efficacy perceptions held with both control and
solicitation suggests that more confident parents
can make their desires for knowledge overtly
known.

The results also revealed that snooping was pos-
itively associated with parent- and adolescent-
reported lying, as well as with adolescent-reported
secrecy. (Links with adolescent-reported variables
did not differ significantly from the other strate-
gies, however.) As these data were correlational,
there are two plausible interpretations. First, par-
ents might sense children’s dishonesty and see
snooping as a legitimate means of uncovering
information (McKinney, 1998). Second, youths
might respond to invasive monitoring with
increased concealment and lying to fortify their pri-
vacy boundaries (Petronio, 1994, 2000). In fact, a
recent longitudinal study suggests that both of
these processes might occur (Hawk et al., 2013).
Snooping might thus perpetuate a negative cycle of
interaction that ultimately diminishes parents’
knowledge about adolescents over time, which is
precisely the opposite of its intended effect (see
also Cottrell et al., 2007).

It is noteworthy that only youths’—and not par-
ents’—reports of secrecy were directly linked to
parents’ snooping. Notably, all items assessing
secrecy and lying pertained to adolescents’ free-
time activities and peer associations, which have
traditionally been classified as personal issues that
fall outside of parents’ legitimate control (see Sme-
tana, Crean, & Campione-Barr, 2005; Smetana
et al., 2006 for recent examples). Parents might be
relatively more accepting of secrecy surrounding
such issues (Smetana et al., 2006), compared to sit-
uations in which their concerns are heightened by
perceptions of youths’ outright dishonesty. Adoles-
cent-reported lying and secrecy were also linked to
parent-reported solicitation, while parents’ percep-
tions of these youth behaviors were not. One qual-
ity that snooping and solicitation might have in
common is adolescents’ relative inability to manage
their occurrence. Just as adolescents might increase
evasive behaviors when they retroactively discover
that parents have snooped (Petronio, 1994), they
might also use concealment and dishonesty to
deflect direct (and perhaps unanticipated) ques-
tions from parents about issues they would rather
not discuss, and might view such tactics as a more
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effective means of avoiding the conversation than
refusing to answer (see, e.g., Marshall et al., 2005).

Indeed, overt monitoring is likely only useful for
obtaining information if adolescents think parents
deserve to have certain knowledge (Darling, Cums-
ille, & Mart�ınez, 2007; Keijsers & Laird, 2014; Laird,
Pettit, Bates, & Dodge, 2003). Similarly, the results
of Study 2 suggest that parents might reserve
snooping for special situations involving domains
that they see as still being under their legitimate
control. As such, examining views of when snoop-
ing might be a justifiable behavior could further
underscore its differences from solicitation and
control. To our knowledge, no prior research has
explored adolescent–parent perspectives on the jus-
tifiability of snooping. Our third and final study
aimed to fill this gap in the literature.

STUDY 3

While Study 1 suggested that adolescents hold
more negative views about snooping, as compared
to solicitation or control, it is not yet clear whether
they regard this as equally unacceptable across dif-
ferent domains of information. Similarly, while the
pattern of correlations in Study 2 suggests that
parental snooping might be especially likely in the
context of suspicions about adolescents’ antisocial
or risky behavior, parents’ actual attitudes toward
covert monitoring remain an uninvestigated issue.
In Study 3, we examined adolescent and parent
views on whether snooping, solicitation, and con-
trol are acceptable for obtaining information about
youths’ moral, prudential, and personal behaviors.

Adolescents’ and parents’ views on parents’
“rights” to certain knowledge appear to differ
between information pertaining to moral transgres-
sions (e.g., stealing), prudential (i.e., health risk)
behaviors, or youths’ personal lives (e.g., choice of
friends, how pocket money is spent, types of media
consumed) (Smetana et al., 2006). While parents
and adolescents often agree about parents’ author-
ity in the moral domain (e.g., stealing), youths less
often accept that parents have authority to regulate
prudential behaviors (Smetana et al., 2005) and
even more strongly resist parental attempts to reg-
ulate personal issues. Parents generally agree that
adolescents’ personal domain is less subject to their
authority (e.g., Smetana et al., 2005, 2006), but par-
ents also view youths as more obliged to share
information across all of these domains than do
adolescents. Based on these earlier findings, and
the results of the first two studies, we expected that
both parents and adolescents would generally view

snooping as less justifiable than solicitation and
control. However, we also expected parents to
view snooping as more justifiable than would ado-
lescents. We further predicted that both sets of
respondents might view moral and prudential
information as particularly legitimate targets of
snooping, compared to information in the personal
domain.

Method

Participants. A total of 42 adolescent–parent
dyads responded to our advertisements at two
high schools in the province of Utrecht to partici-
pate in a study on parent–child relationships. Ado-
lescent participants (57% girls) ranged in age from
15 to 18 years (M = 16.29, SD = 0.89). The modal
age was 16 years (43%). There was not an even dis-
tribution of participants across the ages included
(15-year-olds n = 8, 16-year-olds n = 18, 17-year-
olds n = 12, 18-year-olds n = 4). To account for
potential age differences while still examining
subsamples of adequate size, we grouped 15- to
16-year-olds into a “mid-adolescent” category
(n = 26) and 17- to 18-year-olds into a “late-adoles-
cent” category (n = 16). Adolescents were mainly
enrolled in educational tracks related to technical
careers (38%), a higher professional degree (24%),
or a university degree (38%). All adolescents were
born in the Netherlands. A majority of the adoles-
cents lived with both parents (93%), with the
remaining youths living with their mothers. Of the
participating parents (33 mothers and nine fathers),
all but one was born in the Netherlands. Most par-
ents (71%) held a higher professional or university
degree.

Measures. Domain-specific judgments of moni-
toring behaviors. Adolescent and parent views of
snooping, solicitation, and control for acquiring
knowledge in the moral, prudential, and personal
domains were measured using a series of scales
created for this study. All scales consisted of the
same stems describing the three kinds of monitor-
ing, but addressed different domains of informa-
tion (inspired by Smetana & Daddis, 2002). For
each of these domains, adolescents and parents
indicated whether using different monitoring meth-
ods was justifiable to find out related information.
Solicitation was assessed by preceding each social
domain item with “It is acceptable for parents to
ask their children questions if they want to find
out about. . .” Control was assessed by preceding
each domain item with “It is acceptable for parents
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to make rules that their children have to tell them
about. . .” Snooping was assessed with three behav-
iors: “It is acceptable for parents to search through
their children’s room, backpack, or computer if they
want to find out about. . ./It is acceptable for parents
to read their children’s text messages or emails if
they want to find out about. . ./It is acceptable for
parents to listen in on their children’s telephone
calls if they want to find out about. . .”

For each monitoring dimension, three moral
items included stealing from parents, hurting or
stealing from classmates, and lying to parents. Three
prudential items included alcohol and tobacco use,
becoming sexually active, and school performance.
Three personal domain items included youths’
choice of friends, Web sites visited, and how they
spent their free time. Participants responded to
these items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = totally dis-
agree, 5 = totally agree). For adolescents and parents,
respectively, reliability was acceptable for all scales:
Solicitation-Moral as = .87 and .97, Solicitation-Pru-
dential as = .72 and .88, Solicitation-Personal
as = .91 and .90, Control-Moral as = .90 and .99,
Control-Prudential as = .77 and .87, Control-Per-
sonal issues as = .92 and .95, Snooping-Moral
as = .86 and 98, Snooping-Prudential as = .83 and
.95, Snooping-Personal as = .90 and .97.

Procedure. Adolescents were visited at their
schools and were given an informative letter to give
to parents. Subsequently, parents provided
informed consent for their children to participate.
Four to five days later, participants were visited in a
computer room. The students were given an instruc-
tion form that reminded the students of the purpose
of the survey, gave them opportunity to provide
informed consent, and directed the students to the
Web survey. Additionally, the form provided a code
that the adolescents needed to enter the Web site.
Adolescents completed the Web survey and took
the instruction form home to one of their parents.
The parent that participated used the same code as
the adolescent, to match their responses.

Results

There were no missing data for this study. Means
and standard deviations per monitoring strategy,
domain, and respondent can be seen in Table 2. To
determine differences between monitoring strategy,
domains, age groups, and respondents, we con-
ducted a 3 (strategy) 9 3 (domain) 9 2 (respon-
dent) 9 2 (age group) 9 2 (adolescent gender)
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA). Mul-

tivariate tests revealed a main effect for strategy, F
(2, 37) = 67.88, p < .001, g2

p = . 79. Post hoc tests
showed that snooping was generally seen as least
justifiable, followed by control, and then solicita-
tion (all ps < .001). We also found a main effect for
domain, F(2, 37) = 14.17, p < .001, g2

p = .43. Post
hoc tests showed that the personal domain was
generally viewed as least legitimately subjected to
monitoring, followed by the prudential domain,
and the moral domain (all ps < .001). No other
main effects were significant.

These main effects were qualified by the pres-
ence of three significant two-way interactions.
There was a significant interaction between age
group and domain, F(2, 37) = 5.55, p = .008,
g2
p = .23. Post hoc analyses showed that late adoles-

cents viewed monitoring of the personal domain as
less legitimate than did mid-adolescents (p = .03),
but no age differences existed for the moral or pru-
dential domains (ps = .18 and .49, respectively).

We additionally found an interaction between
strategy and domain, F(4, 35) = 5.76, p = .001,
g2
p = .40. Post hoc tests showed that, across respon-

dents, the same rank order of means was replicated
within each domain; solicitation was always seen as
the most legitimate strategy, followed by control,
and then snooping (all ps ≤ .001). Within strategies,
solicitation was viewed as equally justifiable for the
moral and prudential domains, p = .74, but both of
these scores were higher than for the personal
domain, ps < .001. Control was considered most jus-
tifiable with regard to the moral domain, compared
to prudential and personal issues, ps < .001, but the
latter two domains did not differ (p = .12). Snoop-
ing was rated as most justifiable with regard to the
moral domain, followed by the prudential domain
and then the personal domain (all ps ≤ .001).

Finally, a two-way interaction existed between
strategy and respondent F(2, 37) = 3.86, p = .03,
g2
p = .17. Post hoc tests showed that, across

domains, adolescents and parents generally agreed
on the legitimacy of solicitation (p = .25) and con-
trol (p = .78). However, parents rated snooping as
more justifiable, compared to adolescents
(p = .002). No other two- or three-way interactions
were significant.

Study 3 Discussion

In Study 3, we investigated adolescents’ and par-
ents’ perceptions of whether parental snooping,
solicitation, and control were acceptable for gaining
information about adolescent behavior. As expected,
both parents and adolescents saw snooping as
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less justifiable than the other two strategies.
Whereas youths and parents generally agreed on
the legitimacy of solicitation and control, they were
more sharply divided in their views about snoop-
ing. Parents tended to see snooping as a more legiti-
mate monitoring strategy than did adolescents. The
results also closely mirrored prior findings that
youths and parents generally agree about parents’
legitimacy to regulate the moral domain and that
older youths were particularly protective of their
personal information, compared to younger respon-
dents. Personal issues are often points of contention
between parents and children, as they attempt to
navigate the road toward greater autonomy and
reduced parental regulation (Galambos & Costigan,
2003).

Both parents and adolescents viewed snooping
and control—the strategies that arguably represent
the clearest expressions of parents’ privileged sta-
tus in the relationship—as most justifiable when
moral issues were concerned. Solicitation was seen
as similar in legitimacy with regard to both moral
and prudential issues. Solicitation was also rated as
the most acceptable means of acquiring knowledge,
regardless of domain, followed by control and
snooping. Parents always considered snooping to
be more justifiable than adolescents did. Although
they showed clear preferences toward the use of
solicitation and control, they signaled that more
intrusive strategies were not completely out of the
question. From mid-adolescence to late adoles-
cence, parents and adolescents have likely success-
fully negotiated the relaxing of parental authority
over many issues. This is especially the case
regarding the personal and (at least to some extent)
prudential domains. However, serious moral trans-
gressions remain more legitimately within the
boundaries of parental intervention.

This pattern of results suggests shared parent
and adolescent preferences for a “tiered” monitor-
ing approach as they transition from mid-adoles-
cence to late adolescence. Parents should first
attempt to engage in open dialogue and question-

ing, move on to more rigid rules about what
should be disclosed, and resort to snooping only if
other efforts fail. The fact that solicitation was rated
as equally justifiable for moral and prudential
issues, but that control was equally justifiable for
prudential and personal issues, is also indicative of
such a pattern. In other words, our dyads might
have considered it acceptable for parents to con-
tinue asking about prudential issues, but also rec-
ognized that behaviors in this domain are
becoming matters of personal choice for which firm
disclosure rules will be less effective.

This study expands prior research on beliefs
about whether parents can legitimately make rules
about the moral, prudential, and personal domains,
by showing that similar processes are at play
regarding how parents can legitimately acquire
information. The fact that parent–adolescent dis-
agreement over monitoring legitimacy was most
pronounced for snooping is yet another finding
supporting the notion that it is a monitoring strat-
egy distinct from parental solicitation or control.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Prior research on parental monitoring has primar-
ily concentrated on strategies that are enacted with
youths’ full awareness, with most recent studies
examining Stattin and Kerr’s (2000) dimensions of
parental solicitation and control. Parents might pre-
fer that youths respond to their questions or
respect their rules for disclosure and permission
seeking. There might also be times that parents
have less confidence that overt monitoring or ado-
lescents’ own willing disclosures will provide them
with the information they want. In such cases, par-
ents might subvert adolescents’ resistance to paren-
tal demands by ‘snooping’ through belongings or
personal communications. In what ways are snoop-
ing similar to, or different from, parental solicita-
tion and control? And do these similarities and
differences depend on whether adolescent or par-
ent perspectives are considered? We addressed this

TABLE 2
Adolescent and Parent Ratings of Monitoring Legitimacy by Strategy and Domain of Information (Study 3)

Domain

Snooping Solicitation Control

Adolescents Parents Adolescents Parents Adolescents Parents
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Moral 2.26 (0.82) 2.66 (1.27) 3.91 (0.64) 3.88 (1.08) 2.94 (0.93) 2.81 (1.33)
Prudential 1.96 (0.68) 2.38 (1.00) 3.74 (0.67) 3.98 (0.83) 2.61 (0.84) 2.71 (1.02)
Personal 1.77 (0.67) 2.30 (1.02) 3.44 (0.79) 3.78 (0.89) 2.59 (0.97) 2.60 (1.07)
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topic in three independent studies, examining
issues related to factor structure and differential
associations with perceived invasion (Study 1),
adolescent information management and well-
being, and parental worries and perceived self-
efficacy (Study 2), and the justification of each
monitoring behavior related to different kinds of
desired information (Study 3).

Prior research has compared covert monitoring
to a general dimension of overt monitoring (Cott-
rell et al., 2007), as well as to parental behaviors
that overtly disrespect college students’ privacy
boundaries but are not necessarily geared toward
information seeking (i.e., entering bedrooms with-
out knocking, giving unsolicited advice) (Ledbetter
et al, 2010; Ledbetter & Vik, 2012; Petronio, 1994).
However, the multiple differences observed in ear-
lier studies between overt solicitation and control
also raise questions of how they each compare to
covert behavior. The results of our research high-
lighted several ways that snooping can be consid-
ered a unique and distinct monitoring strategy.

Including both adolescent and parent reports
across the three studies allowed for deeper exami-
nation of similarities and differences in evaluations
of snooping and its connections with other con-
structs. Compared to solicitation and control, both
adolescents and parents reported snooping to be a
relatively infrequent (cf. Cottrell et al., 2007) and
less legitimate behavior. In line with these findings,
snooping also showed significantly stronger ties
with adolescents’ general perceptions of parental
invasion. Additionally, only snooping showed
direct links with several indicators of parental con-
cern, including lying, parents’ worries about rela-
tionship deterioration and youths’ problem
behavior, and parents’ lower perceived self-effi-
cacy. These latter results, in particular, underscore
a main distinction between snooping and overt
monitoring behaviors: Parents appear to resort to
snooping more often when they perceive distur-
bances in youths’ adjustment, the parent–child rela-
tionship, and their ability positively influence
adolescents’ behavior.

One difference between adolescents and parents
across the studies concerned correlations between
snooping, solicitation, and control in the confirma-
tory factor analyses of Studies 1 and 2. Solicitation
and control were connected for adolescents in
Study 1, but not with snooping. This pattern might
be explained in terms of the distinction between
covert and overt monitoring in prior research
(Cottrell et al., 2007; Petronio, 1994), which could
result from inconsistencies in awareness of parents’

behavior. While parents’ reports of solicitation and
control were similarly correlated in Study 2, snoop-
ing also showed a correlation with solicitation.
Thus, for parental reports, there appeared to be an
information-seeking motive at play: Parents who
more frequently solicited information were also
somewhat more likely to try to gain that knowl-
edge through covert tactics. As opposed to solicita-
tion, information gleaned from snooping might not
translate directly to increased control, considering
that this could reveal parents’ violations of adoles-
cents’ privacy boundaries (Petronio, 2010). Instead,
the correlations found in Study 2 between parent-
reported snooping and their worrying suggest that
parents might use this strategy primarily as a
means of “checking” whether their perceived
knowledge is accurate. Considering the negative
link with perceived self-efficacy, snooping for such
purposes might be especially likely if parents feel
insecure about their relationships, whereas parents
with greater confidence reported asking youths
more direct questions. Considering, however, that
the adolescent reports in Study 1 and the parent
reports in Study 2 were derived from two different
(albeit quite similar) countries, further research
should be conducted to ascertain whether the dif-
ferential correlations between snooping, solicita-
tion, and control are better explained by
generational or cultural differences.

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

The present research held several strengths, includ-
ing the collection of both parent and adolescent
reports on measures that allowed, for the first time,
several three-way comparisons between snooping,
solicitation, and control. Additionally, the three
independent samples from two different countries
provided several highly consistent construct and
content validations of the scale used to assess
snooping. Nevertheless, future research should aim
to expand upon our findings in several ways. Key
among these is the correlational nature of all three
studies, which prevents conclusions about causality
and developmental order. For example, longitudi-
nal research could examine whether the same bidi-
rectional, over-time associations found between
adolescent secrecy and general perceptions of
parental invasion (Hawk et al., 2013) can be repli-
cated when considering a more specific behavioral
measure. Additionally, while we suggested that
parents’ lower efficacy perceptions might motivate
nonconfrontational methods of information
seeking, efficacy perceptions might be further
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undermined by reliance on covert attempts. In
other words, the more parents engage in such
behavior, perhaps the less confidence they develop
in using more direct strategies.

Additionally, the unfortunate loss of parental
gender data in Study 2 leaves questions about dif-
ferences between mothers’ and fathers’ frequency
of snooping, and whether there are gender-specific
patterns of associations between this monitoring
strategy and variables related to adolescent
behavior and parental concerns. Considering that
mothers engage in more active monitoring of
youths (Keijsers et al., 2010) and tend to have
closer relationships with them (Steinberg & Silk,
2002), we might expect that such differences are
present.

Finally, neither of the adolescent- and parent-
reported versions of the snooping scale can delin-
eate between “competent” and “incompetent” cov-
ert monitoring. Adolescents’ reports might be
based on incorrect suspicions or accurately
detected snooping. Further, they might be com-
pletely unaware of snooping if parents are success-
ful at covering up this behavior. While we aimed
to measure parents’ own actions in Study 2, the
extent to which adolescents were (un)aware of par-
ents’ actual snooping remained unexamined. As
such, the correlations presented in Studies 1 and 2
are potentially reliant on a combination of adoles-
cents’ accurate perceptions, potential mispercep-
tions, and lack of awareness. However, it is not
clear from our research or prior studies whether
parents attempt to conceal snooping. Although
some parents might use information derived from
snooping to subtly steer youths’ behavior, confront-
ing children about what they discover might also
require an admission of how they obtained the
information. Examining dual reports of all three
behaviors would be an important next step in
understanding these issues, as would studies on
how parents might deal with the dilemmas that
arise from the discoveries resulting from snooping.

CONCLUSION

Taken together, these three studies provide the
most comprehensive examination to date of simi-
larities and differences between parental snooping
and the commonly examined strategies of solicita-
tion and control. Our findings revealed several
ways in which snooping can be considered a dis-
tinct monitoring dimension, particularly in terms of
lower frequency, greater perceptions of inappropri-
ateness, and links to parents’ concerns about dis-

honesty, problem behavior, and suboptimal
relationships with children. While snooping
appeared to occur relatively rarely or not at all in
most families, these correlations underscore that
even a few experiences of such behavior might be
especially upsetting for adolescents (Petronio, 1994)
and be an indicator of deeper problems in family
functioning. The consistent links in prior research
between privacy invasion and disruptions in ado-
lescent–parent relationships (Cottrell et al., 2007;
Hawk et al., 2009, 2013; Petronio, 1994) suggest
that these covert behaviors are likely to backfire
and increase the distance between parents and chil-
dren. Further research examining snooping as a
behavior-specific index of parental privacy invasion
can provide professionals and families with advice
regarding the necessity, appropriateness, and
potential consequences of particular monitoring
efforts.
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