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Abstract

Alcohol misuse among young adult college students remains a major public health problem in
USA. Although much effort has been made to identify factors associated with problem drinking
among college students, there is a lack of research investigating the role parents may have on
college student drinking. Recent evidence indicates that parents matter when it comes to
adolescent drinking, both before and after their children go to college. In this study, the
authors examined mutual reciprocity as a moderator variable between perceived parental
approval of drinking and negative consequences of alcohol use. Contrary to the hypothesized
results, our findings indicate that mutual reciprocity does not moderate the relationship
between perceived parental approval and negative alcohol-related consequences.
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Introduction

Alcohol misuse among young adult college students remains a

major public health problem in USA (Hingson et al., 2009;

Nelson et al., 2010). Alcohol is the most popular drug of

choice among college students, with 86% of full-time college

students reporting having used alcohol while in college

(Gwinnell & Adamec, 2006; Substance Abuse and Mental

Health Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2011). The

collegiate experience seems to be a unique environment

propagating the use of alcohol (White et al., 2006), as

individuals are introduced to a culture where high levels of

alcohol misuse are common (Hingson et al., 2009; National

Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism [NIAAA], 2007).

This exposure to normalized heavy drinking patterns occurs

during a relatively critical developmental period, in which

many important social role and life adjustments are taking

place, making young adult college students particularly

vulnerable to acquiring heavy drinking patterns themselves

(Borsari et al., 2007; LaBrie et al., 2012; Steinberg, 2011;

Wechsler & Nelson, 2008).

Full-time college students between 18 and 22 years old are

more likely than their same-aged peers not enrolled full-time

(i.e. part-time college students and persons not currently

enrolled in college) to use alcohol in the past month, binge

drink (four or more drinks for women, five or more for men on

one occasion or within a couple of hours of each other) and

drink heavily (having five or more binge drinking occasions in

the past 30 days; Gwinnell & Adamec, 2006; SAMHSA,

2011). Among full-time college students, �63% are current

drinkers, 42% are binge drinkers and 16% are heavy drinkers.

Among those not enrolled full time in college, only 52.4%

were current drinkers, 35.6% were binge drinkers and 11.9%

were heavy drinkers (SAMHSA, 2011). This disparity between

fulltime college students and others aged 18–22 years has

remained consistent since at least 2002 (SAMHSA, 2011).

Alcohol use, especially binge and heavy drinking, among

college students is significantly linked with various problem-

atic outcomes such as diminished academic performance,

physical violence, compromised social relationships, sexual

assault, engagement in risky behaviors (e.g. driving under the

influence, committing vandalism and having unplanned and/

or unprotected sex), as well as impaired health (Wechsler &

Nelson, 2008). Moreover, collegiate alcohol misuse is con-

nected to the development of alcohol use disorders, as over

150 000 college students develop alcohol-related problems

each year (Hingson et al., 2005), with nearly one in four (24%)

males and one in eight (13%) females meeting diagnostic

criteria for either alcohol abuse or dependence (Slutske,

2005). Although many college students mature out of heavy

drinking (Jochman & Fromme, 2010), heavy drinking in

college predicts the development of an alcohol use disorder

up to 10 years later (Dick et al., 2011; Merline et al., 2008)

The literature on college student drinking suggests that

college is a unique environment where individuals are

introduced to high levels of alcohol consumption and heavy

drinking is often promoted. This environment puts college

students at a higher risk of experiencing numerous types of
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negative consequences associated with alcohol misuse, as

well as the development of alcohol use and dependence. The

sheer extent of these alcohol-related costs has fostered a need

to identify mechanisms that underlie and maintain problem-

atic drinking patterns.

One particularly interesting mechanism is perceived par-

ental approval of alcohol involvement. Prospective studies

have shown that perceived parental approval of alcohol use

directly predicts negative alcohol-related consequences in

college students (Boyle & Boekeloo, 2006; Stice et al., 1998).

Specifically, college students who perceive their parents as

disapproving of alcohol use experience less problems

associated with drinking, such as regretted sexual situations,

hangovers, throwing up and getting ticketed for a minor in

consumption (Abar et al., 2009; Boyle & Boekeloo, 2006;

Turrisi & Ray, 2010; Wood et al., 2004). These findings

suggest that student perceptions of parental approval of

drinking warrant further investigation as a potentially malle-

able correlate of problem drinking. Furthermore, it seems

likely that this relationship is moderated by variables that

have yet to be taken into account.

As an initial attempt to take into account differences in

relationship quality between college students and their parents

when examining perceived parental influence, the current

study investigated the role of mutual reciprocity. Mutual

reciprocity is used to describe relationships wherein individ-

uals perceive each other as relative equals, respect each other’s

point of view and are involved in on-going and open

communication. It is an important factor in the parent–child

relationship because it increases the likelihood an emerging

adult will seek, when necessary, appropriate adult consultation

and support (Agliata & Renk, 2008; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). In

spite of the independence gained in late adolescence, emerging

adults still value input from their parents, rely on their

assistance and consult with them. Autonomy does not equate

to a lack of consideration for the expectations that important

others have for adolescents (Chawla et al., 2009).

To the current authors’ knowledge, no study exists which

examines mutual reciprocity as a moderator between parent

approval of drinking and negative consequences of alcohol use.

However, there is research in support of the notion that

perceived parental reciprocity is a likely moderator of the

relationship between perceived parental approval of drinking

and negative consequences of alcohol use. This support comes

in the form of studies examining the relationship between

perceived parental reciprocity and alcohol use as well as

perceived parental reciprocity and general adjustment to

college (alcohol use is a common factor in adjustment to

college).

Studies that have examined the role of parental influence

on first-year alcohol use suggest the quality of parent–child

relationships at college entrance are negatively related to

alcohol-related consequences in first year students (Turner

et al., 2000). In a study by Jackson (2002), adolescents

exposed to permissive, authoritarian and indifferent parenting

were 1.8–5.9 times as likely to deny parental authority

regarding alcohol use compared to adolescents exposed to

authoritative parenting. In another study examining parenting

style and alcohol use in first year college students, Mallett

et al. (2011) found that students with authoritarian parent

profiles were at the greatest risk to engage in high-risk

drinking during their freshman year compared to peers with

non-authoritarian parents. Patock-Peckham & Morgan-Lopez

(2006) found that a permissive parenting style is a risk factor

for alcohol use and abuse among college students.

Other researchers have examined additional relational

components, such as closeness and communication. In a

study examining mediators and moderators of young adults’

drinking, Fromme & Ruela (1994) found that perceived

closeness between parent and child moderated parental

influence. Using a cross-sectional survey, Boyle &

Boekeloo (2009) found that students who perceived having

had more communication with their parents about alcohol use

since they began college reported more extensive college

drinking. Perhaps these results indicate that as student

drinking increases, parents become more concerned and

increase communication regarding alcohol.

There are various aspects of the college student–parent

relationship (e.g. parenting style, closeness and communica-

tion). This study chose to examine perceived mutual reci-

procity as a variable of interest for several reasons. First, it

may not be the actual level of communication that is

important to college students’ adjustment, but rather college

students’ perceptions of the communication reciprocity that

they have with their parents that is important (Agliata &

Renk, 2008). Second, research has demonstrated no gender

differences in perception of parental reciprocity among

university age participants (Wintre & Yaffe, 2000).

However, late adolescent females have been reported as

more likely than males to feel connected to parents in terms of

empathy, communication and closeness (Frank et al., 1988).

Third, attachment qualities such as trust and communication

could also exist in a unilateral relationship that is void of

mutual reciprocity (Wintre et al., 1995).

In examining variables associated with university attrition,

Wintre et al. (2006) found that college students with high

perceived parental reciprocity had significantly lower attrition

rates. In a study investigating the emotional and behavioral

functioning of college students, Renk et al. (2007) found that

college student’s negative perceptions of their parents served

as a significant predictor of college students’ internalizing and

externalizing behavior problems. McMaster & Wintre (1996)

found a negative association between perceived parental

reciprocity and frequency of substance use in a late adolescent

sample. Aspects of parent–teen relationship quality may be

integral in the prevention of college alcohol misuse (Abar,

2012), and perception of mutual reciprocity is an important

part of relationship quality.

In summary, it may be an oversimplification to say,

‘‘parents do still matter’’. Although recent evidence suggests

there is a significant relationship between perceived parental

approval of drinking and negative consequences of alcohol

use, this finding may be misleading. Young adult children

may not take parent approval of drinking to heart unless the

relationship is rooted in reciprocity.

Hypothesis

It was hypothesized that college students’ perceived parental

approval of their drinking would be positively associated with
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the total number of negative consequences related to alcohol

use experienced in the previous 90 days. Furthermore,

perceived parental reciprocity was expected to moderate the

within-person association between perceived parental

approval of drinking and negative consequences of alcohol

consumption, in other words, the strength of this relationship

may weaken with decreased perceived parental reciprocity.

Methods

Participants

The data are from a study conducted at a small Midwestern

university that explored the relationship between perceived

parental approval of drinking and alcohol use and problems

(Messler et al., in press). The respondents were 230 young

adults between the ages 18 and 25 years (M¼ 19.87,

SD¼ 1.51). The sample varied greatly in their typical

weekly alcohol consumption, ranging from 0 to 62 drinks

per week (M¼ 10.41, SD¼ 10.31). Women (n¼ 151) com-

prised 65.7% of the respondents; 90% were White, 1.3% were

Black or African–American, 1.3% were Asian, 0.9% were

Native American or Alaskan Native, 0.4% were Native

Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, 3% were Multiracial and

3% were of other races or did not respond. Ten participants

(4.3% of the sample) identified themselves as Hispanic or

Latino. Regarding year in school, 48.3% of the sample was

freshmen (n¼ 111), 20.9% were sophomores (n¼ 48), 18.3%

were juniors (n¼ 42) and 12.6% were seniors (n¼ 29).

Regarding residence, 8.3% of the sample reported living in

the Greek system (n¼ 19), 60.4% reported living in the

dormitory system (n¼ 139) and 31.3% reported living off

campus.

Measures

Demographic information

Participants were asked to indicate their gender, age, year in

school, residence, typical weekly alcohol consumption and

racial background.

Perceived approval of drinking

Attitudes toward drinking behaviors were assessed using

the Modified Injunctive Norms Questionnaire (Baer, 1994).

Five items were asked for reference groups (parents and

friends) to assess approval of specific behaviors: drinking

alcohol occasionally, every weekend, daily, after driving and

enough to pass out. Response options were based on a 7-point

Likert scale ranging from 1 (strong disapproval) to 7 (strong

approval). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.76 for friends’ approval

and 0.71 for parents’ approval.

Negative consequences of alcohol use

Alcohol-related problems in the past 90 days were assessed

with the Young Adult Alcohol Consequences Questionnaire

(YAACQ; Read et al., 2006), a 48-item self-report question-

naire assessing drinking behaviors and consequences. These

consequences include social-interpersonal consequences,

impaired control, self-perception, self-care, risk behaviors,

academic/occupational consequences, physical dependence

and blackout drinking. The YAACQ uses dichotomous (Yes/

No) response options, emphasizing problem experiences that

often occur either during or after alcohol consumption.

The YAACQ has demonstrated excellent test–retest reliability

and convergent validity with alcohol use and other measures

of alcohol problems (Read et al., 2006, 2007) as well as

excellent internal consistency as Cronbach’s alpha was 0.93.

Perceived mutual reciprocity

Perceived mutual reciprocity was assessed using the 9-item

general subscale of the Perception of Parental Reciprocity

Scale (POPRS; Wintre et al., 1995). The Perception of

Parental Reciprocity Scale was designed to investigate

adolescents/young adults’ perceptions of communication

reciprocity between themselves and their parents. The

9-item general subscale consists of items that ask college

student participants to respond to questions on a 6-point

Likert-type scale of agreeability. The 9-item general subscale

has a high correlation with the overall scale (r¼ 0.85) and

good reliability (r¼ 0.83, �¼ 0.80, mean inter-item correl-

ation¼ 0.31). Total scores for the 9-item general subscale of

the POPRS ranged from 6 to 54, with higher scores indicating

higher communication reciprocity. Additionally, this measure

demonstrated good internal consistency with a Cronbach’s

alpha of 0.78.

Procedure

All study procedures were approved in advance by the local

institutional review board. Participants were recruited online

through the university research pool. The study itself was

conducted online. Eligibility criteria included: (a) being a

full- or part-time university student and (b) being between the

ages of 18 and 25 years. Participants provided informed

consent and received course credit for participation.

Results

Descriptive analysis

Composite scores for friends’ approval ranged from 5 to 29

(M¼ 15.87, SD¼ 4.87). Composite scores for parents ranged

from 5 to 23 (M¼ 10.1, SD¼ 3.49). Respondents reported

experiencing an average of 9.95 (SD¼ 8.71) alcohol-related

problems over the past 90 days. Composite scores for

perceived mutual reciprocity ranged from 11 to 52

(M¼ 39.75, SD¼ 7.03). Correlation coefficients were com-

puted among gender, perceived approval of drinking (friends),

perceived approval of drinking (parents), perceived mutual

reciprocity and negative consequences of alcohol use

(Table 1).

Hypothesis

Multiple regression analysis as described by Aiken & West

(1991) was used to test our hypothesis that college students’

perception of parental mutual reciprocity moderates the

relationship between perceived parental approval of drinking

and negative consequences of alcohol use. The predictor

variables (perceived parental approval of drinking, perception

of parental reciprocity) were centered at the mean before

performing regression analyses to reduce multicollinearity

46 E. C. Messler et al. J Subst Use, 2015; 20(1): 44–49
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and to facilitate interpretation of potential interactions. This

method allowed us to assess for the presence of an interaction,

which would indicate that the regression of Y (negative

consequences of alcohol use) on X (perceived parental

approval of drinking) is dependent upon a third variable,

Z (perceived mutual reciprocity). For example, although

research suggests that perceived parental approval of drinking

is positively correlated with negative consequences of alcohol

use, the strength of the relationship may weaken with

decreased perceived parental reciprocity.

Gender, perceived friends’ approval of drinking and

perceived parental approval of drinking were entered in

Step 1, explaining 12.8% of the variance in negative

consequences of alcohol use. Gender, perceived friends’

approval of drinking, perceived parental approval of drinking

and perceived mutual reciprocity were entered in Step 2,

explaining 13.1% of the variance in negative consequences of

alcohol use. Gender, perceived friends’ approval of drinking,

perceived parental approval of drinking, perceived mutual

reciprocity and the product of perceived parental approval of

drinking and perceived mutual reciprocity were entered in

Step 3. The total variance explained by the model as a whole

was 13.6%, F (5, 224)¼ 7.07, p50.001. In the final model,

perceived friends’ approval of drinking was the only signifi-

cant predictor of negative consequences of alcohol use

(beta¼ 0.332, p50.001). The lack of interaction (beta

¼ 0.074, p¼ 0.247) suggests the relationship between per-

ceived parental approval of drinking and negative conse-

quences of alcohol use did not vary across levels of perceived

mutual reciprocity. Thus, our hypothesis that college students’

perception of parental reciprocity moderates the relationship

between perceived parental approval of drinking and negative

consequences of alcohol use was not supported (see Table 2).

Discussion

Our hypothesis predicted that college students’ perception of

parental reciprocity would moderate the relationship between

perceived parental approval of drinking and negative conse-

quences of alcohol use. Our results suggest that the relation-

ship between perceived parental approval of drinking and

negative consequences of alcohol use does not vary across

levels of perceived mutual reciprocity. This was unexpected,

partly because of an assumption that college students who

perceive their parents as relative equals, respect their point of

view and are involved in ongoing and open communication

with them would be more likely to ‘‘take their advice to

heart’’ when making decisions related to substance use,

especially when evidence has shown a positive association

between approval and problems. This suggests that it may not

be the type of relationship between parent and child that

accounts for fluctuations in the associations between

perceived parental approval and negative consequences

of alcohol use. However, there are perhaps others that could

potentially impact this relationship that were not taken into

account by this study. Additionally, Item-level correlation

may guide us in fruitful directions in determining variables

that moderate the relationship between perceived parental

approval of drinking and negative consequences of alcohol

use (e.g. regretted sexual situations, academic problems and

health problems).

Furthermore, results indicated that that perceived friends’

approval of drinking predicted increased negative conse-

quences of alcohol use. This finding is consistent with

previous and adds to research that demonstrates injunctive

norms related to one’s drinking (i.e. perceived approval of

friends) as being among the best predictors of alcohol

consumption in this population (e.g. Neighbors et al., 2007,

2008) as well as predictive of current and future alcohol-

related problems (Larimer et al., 2004).

Table 2. Regression analysis: negative consequences of alcohol use predicted from perceived approval of drinking (parents) and perceived mutual
reciprocity.

Variable B SEB � p R2

Step 1 0.128
Gender �1.658 1.145 �0.091 0.149
Perceived approval of drinking (friends) 0.602 0.128 0.337 0.000
Perceived approval of drinking (parents) 0.009 0.179 0.004 0.960

Step 2 0.131
Gender �1.621 1.146 �0.089 0.159
Perceived approval of drinking (friends) 0.601 0.128 0.336 0.000
Perceived approval of drinking (parents) 0.028 0.180 0.011 0.876
Perceived mutual reciprocity �0.073 0.078 �0.059 0.350

Step 3 0.136
Gender �1.516 1.149 �0.083 0.188
Perceived approval of drinking (friends) 0.593 0.128 0.332 0.000
Perceived approval of drinking (parents) 0.057 0.181 0.023 0.753
Perceived mutual reciprocity �0.057 0.079 �0.046 0.468
Approval (parents) X mutual reciprocity 0.026 0.022 0.074 0.247

N¼ 230, Step 1 F(3, 226)¼ 11.04, p40.001, R2¼ 0.13; Step 2 DR2¼ 0.00, DF(1, 225)¼ 0.88, p¼ 0.35; Step 3 DR2¼ 0.01, DF(1, 225)¼ 1.35,
p¼ 0.25; Full model F(5, 224)¼ 7.07, p40.001, R2¼ 0.14.

Table 1. Correlations between variables.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

Gender – �0.08 0.04 0.04 �0.12
Perceived approval (friends) – 0.49** 0.05 0.35**
Perceived approval (parents) – 0.13 0.16*
Perceived mutual reciprocity – �0.04
Negative consequences of

alcohol use
–

*p� 0.05, **p� 0.01, for gender, men¼ 1 and women¼ 2, N¼ 230.
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A limitation of this study is that respondents that were

mostly White, female college students. Generalizations to

other populations should be made with caution. Additionally,

the cross-sectional design used in the current study poses

another limitation. Future research should investigate the

relationship between perceived mutual reciprocity, perceived

parental approval of drinking and negative consequences of

alcohol use longitudinally with diverse samples. Future

research may also examine these relationships among differ-

ent subsets of participants (i.e. abstainers, heavy drinkers and

binge drinkers).

Conclusion

The goal of the current study was to investigate whether

college students’ perception of parental reciprocity moderates

the relationship between perceived parental approval of

drinking and negative consequences of alcohol use. Our

study demonstrated that the relationship between perceived

parental approval of drinking and negative consequences of

alcohol use did not vary across levels of perceived mutual

reciprocity. Future research should investigate other factors

that might moderate the relationship between perceived

approval of drinking and alcohol use and problems.
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