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It’s not uncommon for early adolescents to begin to keep se-
crets. In fact, mastering this “art of secrecy” seems to be part
of normal development (Peskin, 1992; Frijns, Finkenauer,
Vermulst, & Engels, 2005). As the child enters early adult-
hood, this ability to conceal information from others appears
to become an adaptive skill for managing everyday social in-
teractions (Schlenker & Weigold,1992).

This paper will focus on the related but distinct topic of
disclosure. Although past research has shown that disclosure
and secrecy are inversely correlated (Finkenauer et al., 2005),
research suggests that disclosure and secrecy are empirically
distinct. Adolescent disclosure to parents, the willingness to
convey information to the adolescent’s parent, differs in the
fact that it deals with conveying information to the parent or
telling the parent the information whereas secrecy deals with
intentionally witholding information.

There is a debate as to what determines an adolescent’s
disclosure behavior. Some models suggest that disclosure
is more related to characteristics of the child (Kerr & Stat-
tin, 2000). Others suggest that disclosure more related to
the characteristics of the parenting (Fletcher, Steinberg, &
Williams-Wheeler, 2004; Hawk, 2010). Our study will ex-
amine the extent to which the characteristics of the child pre-
dict disclosure and the extent to which characteristics of the
parenting predict disclosure.

Past evidence suggests that disclosure may have to do with
the adolescent’s characteristics. Specifically, some past stud-
ies imply that there is a relationship between disclosure to
parents and a child’s ideas about legitimate parental author-
ity. Studies have shown that adolescents consistently reject
their parents’ legitimate authority to regulate personal issues
(Smetana 1988, 2000, 2006). However, both the adolescents
and the parents agree that the parents have legitimate author-
ity over moral issues, conventional issues, and prudential is-
sues. This, in turn, suggests that adolescents may believe that
they are only obligated to disclose information about their
moral, conventional, and prudential behavior to their parents
(Buhrmester & Prager, 1995). Due to the tendency shown in
these studies, we hypothesize that there exists a relationship
between the legitimacy of parental authority and adolescent
disclosure such that higher amounts of adolescent disclosure
are associated with a lower degrees of legitimacy of parental
authority.
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However, a number of recent studies have suggested that
adolescents’ disclosure have unique associations with par-
enting (Smetana et al., 2006). A study by Noller and
Callan (1990) revealed that adolescents reported not disclos-
ing much information to their parents, but the amount of
disclosure depended on the gender of both the parent and
the adolescent. Adolescent girls reported more disclosure to
mothers than to fathers, while adolescent boys reported equal
disclosure to both parents. However, it should be noted that
this study lacks a conceptual framework and does not have
enough of a systematic approach for understanding the type
of issues adolescents disclose and conceal from their parents
(Smetana et al., 2006).

This raises the question as to the extent that parental char-
acteristics play in the amount of information an adolescent
will disclose. In order to attempt answering that question, our
study will focus on the parenting characteristic of parental
monitoring. Parental monitoring, “a set of correlated parent-
ing behaviors involved attention and tracking of the child’s
whereabouts, activities, and adaptions” (Dishion & McMa-
hon, 1998), has been shown to have heavy implications in
an adolescent’s development. Adolescents tend to have more
deviant friends when parental monitoring is low (Fridrich &
Flannery, 1995) and tend are more likely to be associated
with peers that support drug use (Chassin et al., 1993). Also,
Kerr and Stattin (2000) found a weak correlation between
parental monitoring and disclosure (R=.41). These findings
suggest that parental monitoring may play a role in adoles-
cent disclosure. However, while past studies have studied
more extreme cases of parental monitoring, this study fo-
cuses on more everyday aspects of parental monitoring and
differences in the outcomes may occur due to the differences
in the construct.

We hypothesize that a relationship exists between parental
monitoring and disclosure. Also, we hypothesize that the re-
lationship may differ with gender. Buhrmester and Prager
(1995) found that females self-disclose more than males.
Also, Noller and Callan (1990) found a tendency for ado-
lescent girls report more disclosure to mothers than fathers
while adolescent boys tend to report equal disclosure to both
parents. These findings combined with the fact that boys
have a tendency to lie more (Engles & Finkenauer 2006) and
keep more secrets from their parents as they get older (Kei-
jsers, Branje, Frijins, Finkenauer, & Meeus, 2010). Lastly,
because our study only deals with mothers (or other female
gendered guardians), our measures would only increase the
difference between the adolescent disclosure from the girls
and the adolescent disclosure from the boys. Thus, we hy-
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pothesize that the relationship between adolescent girls dis-
closure and parental monitoring will be stronger than the re-
lationship between adolescent boys disclosure and parental
monitoring.

We have reason to believe that the amount of disclosure
due to parental monitoring may change with grade level. It
has been shown that with changes in grade level, children
increasingly view parental monitoring as indicative of in-
competence (Pomerantz 2000). It is suggested that the ado-
lescents may begin to try to become more autonomous to
decrease the stigma associated with the perceived incompe-
tence and thus begin to disclose less to their parents. This
would be compatable with the theory from Finkenauer et al.
(2005) which predicted that adolescents may use conceal-
ment to “liberate themselves from parental supervision” and,
as a result, regulate the parent’s access to information. There-
fore, we hypothesize that the relationship between disclosure
and parental monitoring will become stronger as the adoles-
cent ages.

Methods

Participants

55 families participated in the study. Participants were
recruited using a calling list of all 5th and 6th graders in the
Oberlin School District. A letter was sent to them that gave
the web address for the representative website and the par-
ticipants were called at most 3 times. The age of the chil-
dren ranged from 9 to 13 with a mean of 10.76. 54.5%
of the children were boys and 45.5% were girls. 89.1% of
the guardians were the child’s mother, 7.3% were the child’s
adopted mother, and 3.6% were the child’s grandmother. The
mother’s years of education ranged from 9 to 27 with a mean
of 15.5. 71% of the guardians identified as Caucasian, 16.1%
identified as African American, 5.7% identified as Hispanic,
1.9% identified as other, and 3.6% of the guardians identi-
fied themselves as multiethnic. 54.8% of the children identi-
fied as Caucasian, 22% identified as African American, 5.7%
identified as Hispanic, and 18.2% of the children we identi-
fied by their guardian as multiethnic.

Procedures

Each participant was assesed on various biological factors,
filled out questionaires, and completed two tasks. Upon en-
tering the lab, participants received a scripted introduction by
the researchers. They were then given a consent form, briefly
discussed the informed consent, and were told what activities
would take place. Next, the researchers hooked the partici-
pant up to a heart monitor and measured their heart rate. The
participants were then given a questionnaire. Shortly after,
the researchers collected a spit sample. Then the participants
were asked to build a squid with K’Nex in a way such that
the mother could only read the directions and the child could
only touch the K’Nex. Right afterwards the participants were
shown a video of themselves doing the tasks and were told
to analyze it. The participants then completed another ques-
tionnaire and the researchers took two more spit samples 15

minutes apart. The participants were then debriefed and paid
for their visit.

Measures
Parental Monitoring. The adolescents reported on the ex-

tent to which their mothers tried to know about who their
friends were, where they went at night, how they spent their
money, what they did with their free time, where they were
most of the afternoons after school, what made them angry,
what made them happy, what they worried about, what was
really important to them, and who was really important to
them. Adolescents reported on a 1-3 scale with 1 indicating
that their mother “doesn’t try”, 2 indicating that their mother
“tries a little”, and 3 indicating that she “tries a lot”. A mean
score was calculated (M = 2.4, SD =.53, α= .95).

Disclosure. The adolescents reported on how they would
normally react when they disagreed with their parent on cer-
tain issues. Example issues included what they wore, what
they did on the computer, who their friends were, and where
they went after school. There were a total of 19 issues. The
adolescents reported on a 1-3 scale where 1 indicates that
he/she would normally “tell her what I really think”, 2 indi-
cates that he/she would normally “keep some things to [his or
her] self”, and 3 indicates that he/she would normally “hide
what [he/she] really thinks”. A mean score was calculated
(M=2.2, SD =.92, α= .88).

Legitimacy of Parental Authority. The adolescents re-
ported on the extent to which it is ok for their mother to set
rules on certain issues. Example issues included what they
wore, what they did on the computer, who their friends were,
and where they went after school. There were a total of 19
issues. The adolescents reported on a 1-3 scale where 1 in-
dicates that it is not ok for their mother to set rules about the
subject, a 2 indicates it is sometimes ok for their mother to set
rules about the subject, and a 3 indicates ok for their mother
to set rules about the subject. A mean score was calculated
(M=1.8, SD =.23, α= .73).

Results
To test whether a relationship exists between parental

monitoring and disclosure, a correlation was used. No
significant correlation was found (R =-.12, t=4.55, df=49,
p=.362).

To test whether a relationship exists between legitimacy
of parental authority and disclosure, a correlation was used.
No significant correlation was found (R=.10, t=.70, df=48,
p=.49).

To test the whether there was a difference in the correla-
tion of parental monitoring and disclosure between adolecent
boys and girls, two independent correlations were computed
(Rboys=.04, Nboys=27, Rgirls=-.26, Ngirls=22). The correla-
tion coefficients were compared using Fisher’s R-Z trans-
formation to test the difference between the correlation of
parental monitoring and disclosure for adolescent boys and
girls. No significant difference was found (z=1.0, p=.32).

To test whether there was a difference in the correlation
of parental monitoring and disclosure between adolescent
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boys and girls, two independent correlations were computed
(R5thGrade=.03, N5thGrade=26, R6thGrade=-.25, N6thGrade=23,).
The correlation coefficients were compared using Fisher’s
R-Z transformation to test the difference between the corre-
lation of parental monitoring and disclosure for 5th graders
and 6th graders. No significant difference was found (z=.93,
p=.35).

Discussion

An understanding of the relationship between disclosure,
legitimacy of parental authority, and parenting characteristics
can lead to major insights into the adolescent’s development.
Past research had indicated that there would be a relationship
between adolescent disclosure and legitimacy of parental au-
thority and between adolescent disclosure and parental mon-
itoring. However, our hypothesis that there would be a rela-
tionship in both cases was not supported by the evidence.
Furthermore, we hypothesized that age and gender would
lead to differences in the relationship between adolescent dis-
closure and parental monitoring. Our expectations were that
there would be an strengthing of the relationship between
adolescent disclosure and parental monitoring with age and
girls would exhibit a stronger relationship between parental
monitoring and disclosure than boys. However, neither of
these hypotheses’ were supported by the evidence. There
was no significant difference in the strength of the relation-
ship between adolescent disclosure and parental monitoring
between ages or genders.

Past research has shown that characteristics of the child
play a crucial role in the development of the adolescent. It
was found that the types of issues that the child would dis-
close depends on the child’s view of legitimate parental au-
thority (Smetana 1998, 2000). Adolescents consistently re-
ject the legitimacy parental authority to know about personal
issues, while adolescents’ and the parents’ do agree that the
parents have legitimate authority over moral issues, conven-
tional issues, and prudential issues. Our evidence suggests
that, although it is the case that legitimacy of parental au-
thority effects what issues a child would disclose, in general,
parental legitimacy does not have a relationship with adoles-
cent disclosure. Thus, we suggest that the characteristics of
the child may predict adolescent disclosure in an issue to is-
sue basis but do not predict adolescent disclosure in the more
generalized view to the extent that Smetana states.

Though past studies have shown that the level of parental
monitoring on an adolescent can predict various traits in
an adolescent such as a youths’ psychological adjustment,
grades, test scores, the child’s and amount of delinquent
friends (Kerr & Stattin, 2000; Hawk, Hale, Raaijmakers, &
Wim, 2008), our results do not support the generalization of
this predictive power of adolescent disclosure. This is con-
sistent with the evidence that shows disclosure of informa-
tion by adolescents depends on a child’s internal ideas about
legitimate parent authority. However, these results disagree
with the results from Kerr and Stattin (2000). It should be
noted, however, that certain elements of this study were im-
perfect. The parental monitoring measure was slightly neg-

atively skewed and the disclosure measure was positively
skewed. Likewise, there was a difference in how the con-
struct of disclosure was developed. Kerr and Stattin’s mea-
sure focused on the general case of “do you usually tell” and
“do you hide a lot” whereas our measure was tailored to-
ward arguments of disagreement by asking for each situation
“when you disagree about this, what do you usually do”.

Thus, although the findings at first may seem to be op-
posed to Kerr and Stattin’s study, it happens to be insight-
ful though the fact that the constructs for disclosure slightly
differ. In the more general case, disclosure was shown to
be correlated with parental monitoring while in the case of
talking about disagreement, parental monitoring did not cor-
relate with disclosure. This would also explain why the other
hypotheses turned out to not be supported by the evidence.
The past studies that have been shown led us to believe that
there would be a stronger relationship between adolescent
disclosure and parental monitoring with age and a difference
between genders, but these were no indicators for our current
study due to the difference in the disclosure construct.

A possible model to explain our findings would be that
adolescents generally have a level of disclosure that is af-
fected by the level of parental monitoring, but when it comes
to arguments topics of disagreement, adolescents have a pre-
defined response. Our data indicates that the response that
most adolescents would have is to tell their parents what they
really think. Further research would have to come to illumi-
nate the distinction between these measures of disclosure and
justify the extent to which adolescents disclose information
to their parents on topics of disagreement.
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