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Abstract Drawing upon both Social-Cognitive Domain
Theory and Self-Determination Theory, the goal of the
present multi-informant study was to test whether the cor-
relates of maternal prohibitions depend on what is pro-
hibited (i.e., the content of the social domain involved),
thereby contrasting moral with friendship prohibitions, as
well on how the prohibition is communicated, thereby
contrasting an autonomy-supportive with a controlling
communication style. In a sample of adolescents (N= 196;
mean age= 13.9 years; 63 % female) and their mothers
(N= 185; mean age= 44 years), we first examined mean-
level differences between the two domains in terms of
mothers’ degree and style of prohibition, as well as on a
number of developmental outcomes (i.e., adolescents’
legitimacy perceptions, internalization, and oppositional
defiance). Both adolescents and mothers reported more
maternal involvement in the moral domain (e.g., higher
scores for degree of prohibition and controlling commu-
nication style). In addition, adolescents reported greater
perceived legitimacy and less oppositional defiance in the
moral domain (as compared to the friendships domain).
Second, we tested whether associations between degree and
style of prohibition and the developmental outcomes were
moderated by social domain. Whereas associations between
degree of prohibition and developmental outcomes either
were non-significant or moderated by domain, the

associations with communication style were more domain-
invariant, with an autonomy-supportive style generally
yielding an adaptive pattern of correlates and with a con-
trolling style relating to maladaptive outcomes. The dis-
cussion focuses on similarities and differences in the
characteristics and correlates of both types of prohibitions.
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Introduction

A central task for parents in the socialization process is to
teach children about behaviors that are appropriate and
allowed and about behaviors that are undesirable and for-
bidden (e.g., Kochanska et al. 1995; Maccoby 2007). To
prevent children from engaging in undesirable (e.g.,
immoral or dangerous) behaviors, parents need to set clear
limits, thereby prohibiting inappropriate behavior. Effective
socialization involves children’s internalization (i.e., self-
endorsement) of these limits and of the associated societal
norms and values (Grusec and Goodnow 1994). In contrast,
the failure to socialize children is reflected in children’s
rejection of the introduced limits and in the perception that
their parents’ authority is illegitimate (Tyler 2006). How-
ever, as forbidden fruits are often said to be more attractive
(e.g., Keijsers et al. 2012), an important question is whether
it is always wise for parents to prohibit undesirable beha-
vior. That is, prohibitions might backfire, thereby eliciting
the opposite behavior (Sheikh and Janoff-Bulman 2013).
This may be particularly the case during adolescence, which
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constitutes a developmental period during which parental
rules—and authority in general—is challenged more often
(Arnett 1999; Steinberg and Morris 2001).

Longitudinal research grounded in Self-Determination
Theory (Ryan and Deci 2000) has provided insight in the
conditions that determine when parental prohibitions are
effective. Specifically, the way in which prohibitions are
introduced and conveyed (i.e., the communication style)
appeared more critical than the degree of prohibitions
per se, with an autonomy-supportive communication style
predicting more favorable outcomes than a controlling style
(Vansteenkiste et al. 2014). However, relatively less is
known about whether the effectiveness of prohibitions also
depends on the domain at stake. Herein, we drew upon
Social-Cognitive Domain Theory (Nucci 1996; Smetana
2006; Turiel 1983) to compare parental prohibitions of
immoral behavior vs. friendship issues. We chose these two
domains because the former domain often is seen as falling
under the parents’ authority, whereas the latter domain
rather would fall under the adolescents’ personal jurisdic-
tion (e.g., Kuhn et al. 2014; Smetana and Asquith 1994).

The overall goal of the current multi-informant study is
to examine simultaneously the role of social domain and
maternal communication style in adolescents’ responses to
maternal prohibitions. The study had two specific aims. The
first aim involved assessing mean-level differences between
friendship and moral prohibitions in terms of both the
degree of prohibitions and the communication style about
these prohibitions. We also examined mean-level differ-
ences in important developmental outcomes that reflect (un)
successful socialization of parental prohibitions, that is,
adolescents’ perceived legitimacy, internalization of and
oppositional defiance to these prohibitions. The second aim
was to examine the relations between the mothers’ degree
and style of prohibition and these developmental outcomes
and to test whether social domain would moderate these
associations.

Perceived Legitimacy, Internalization and Oppositional
Defiance

Adolescents differ significantly in their perceptions of their
parents as having the legitimate authority to set certain
rules, restrictions, and expectations about their behavior
(e.g., Kuhn and Laird 2011). Legitimacy reflects an
important psychological feature of an authority or sociali-
zation figure, because people are more likely to voluntarily
defer to decisions, rules, and standards introduced by
authority figures who are perceived as fair and as having
legitimate authority (Tyler 2006). Indeed, numerous studies
in diverse fields showed that, the more people perceive an
authority as having the legitimate right to set certain rules,
the more they are willing to obey the introduced rules and

the more they have favorable perceptions of the authority
figure (e.g., Mazerolle et al. 2013; Sunshine and Tyler
2003).

Applied to the parent–child relationship, when children
perceive their parents as having the legitimate authority to
set rules, they are less likely to violate them (Kuhn et al.
2014). Indeed, several studies have found that adolescents
with greater perceptions of legitimate parental authority
exhibited less problem behavior and were less involved
with antisocial peers (e.g., Cumsille et al. 2009; Kuhn and
Laird 2011; Trinkner et al. 2012). Importantly, adolescence
is characterized by a normative decrease in adolescents’
beliefs about the legitimacy of parental authority (Darling
et al. 2008; Smetana 2000). Notwithstanding this average
decline in legitimacy beliefs, there remains substantial
variability between adolescents in their perceptions of
legitimacy (Cumsille et al. 2009). Therefore, it is critical to
determine which parental factors relate to adolescents’
perceptions of their parents as having the legitimate
authority to set rules and to prohibit certain behaviors.

Another indicator of successful socialization is inter-
nalization, which refers to the gradual acceptance and self-
endorsement of parental rules and prohibitions (Grusec and
Goodnow 1994; Maccoby 2007). When a rule is inter-
nalized, behavior consistent with the rule will be enacted
out of personal conviction and with a sense of volition and
psychological freedom, as one endorses and understands the
value of the rule (Kochanska et al. 1995; Ryan and Deci
2000). To conceptualize internalization, we drew upon Self-
Determination Theory (Ryan and Connell 1989; Ryan and
Deci 2000), which distinguishes different reasons for fol-
lowing norms varying along a continuum of increasing self-
endorsement and internalization. External regulation reflects
a total lack of internalization as adolescents merely comply
with parental prohibitions for externally pressuring reasons.
For instance, adolescents may stick to the prohibition
because they feel threatened by punishments or because
they feel seduced by an externally offered reward. Intro-
jected regulation reflects partial internalization, as adoles-
cents have begun to accept the parental prohibition, but it is
not yet fully endorsed by the self. In this case, adolescents
stick to parental prohibitions out of internally pressuring
reasons, such as to avoid feelings of guilt or shame or to
derive a sense of self-worth by acting like a model child
(see e.g., Crocker and Park 2004; Van der Kaap-Deeder
et al. 2016). Finally, identified regulation reflects the full
acceptance or internalization of the rule. In this case, ado-
lescents follow a prohibition because they personally
endorse and fully understand the value and importance of
the prohibition.

In sum, these three different types of reasons vary in their
degree of internalization, with external, introjected, and
identified regulation being indicative of, respectively, the

J Youth Adolescence (2017) 46:1022–1037 1023



total absence, partial presence, and full presence of inter-
nalization. The more a rule or prohibition is internalized, the
more one is likely to persist in rule-compatible behavior
(Kochanska et al. 1995; Ryan and Deci 2000). Indeed,
several scholars (e.g., Grolnick et al. 1997; Grusec and
Goodnow 1994; Kochanska 2002; Ryan and Deci 2000)
have emphasized the crucial importance of internalization,
as it represents the key route to children’s sustained
adherence to rules and expectations, even in the absence of
socialization figures. Demonstrating the developmental
importance of internalization, several studies have found
that greater internalization is related to less problem beha-
vior, long-term persistence, and more prosocial behavior in
adolescents (e.g., Pelletier et al. 2001; Ryan and Connell
1989; Soenens et al. 2009; Vallerand et al. 1997). More-
over, previous research has suggested that the internaliza-
tion of rules generally increases when children grow older,
although these studies mainly have been conducted among
younger children (e.g., Chandler and Connell 1987;
Kochanska et al. 1995).

A third developmental outcome relevant to socialization
is adolescents’ oppositional defiance, which involves a
blunt rejection of the parents’ prohibitions and a tendency to
do the opposite of what is expected (Deci and Ryan 1985;
Skinner and Edge 2002; Vansteenkiste et al. 2014). Oppo-
sitional defiance can be distinguished from more con-
structive types of resistance within the parent–child
relationship (e.g., Kuczynski and Hildebrandt 1997; Sme-
tana 2005). Children’s negotiation about parental requests,
for instance, reflects a more adaptive strategy of expressing
resistance, where the child constructively articulates dis-
agreement by engaging in a dialog (Parkin and Kuczynski
2012; Skinner and Edge 2002). Previous studies among
both younger children (e.g., Kuczynski and Kochanska
1990) and adolescents (e.g., Parkin and Kuczynski 2012)
have indicated that different types of resistance manifest
differently, serve different goals and are characterized by
different developmental trajectories.

In this context, oppositional defiance was found to
represent an unskillful way of expressing resistance. This is
because oppositional defiance involves the tendency to
directly defy to the authority figure as such and to do the
exact opposite of what is expected. Although adolescents
display oppositional defiance in an attempt to regain a sense
of freedom, rather ironically, it may alienate them from their
personal interests and preferences (Pavey and Sparks 2009;
Van Petegem et al. 2015). In other words, this type of
resistance is reactive (rather than reflective) in nature, as the
primary goal is to oppose to the parents’ wishes (Koestner
and Losier 1996). Research has documented associations
between oppositional defiance and the rejection of parental
rules (e.g., Baudat et al. 2016), an increasing distance in the
parent–adolescent-relationship (Van Petegem et al. 2015),

and more adolescent internalizing and externalizing symp-
toms (e.g., Van Petegem et al. 2015).

Parents’ Communication Style

On the basis of Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan
2000), it can be expected that parents’ communication style,
which pertains to the way in which parents introduce and
talk about rules and prohibitions, plays an important role
when predicting the aforementioned developmental out-
comes. A key and relevant distinction is between an
autonomy-supportive and a controlling communication
style (Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2010). An autonomy-
supportive communication style involves asking for the
child’s input and empathizing with the perspective of the
child, offering choice about how certain expectations can be
met, and providing a meaningful explanation for rules and
prohibitions (Grolnick 2003; Soenens et al. 2007). When
being controlling, parents force the child to comply with
their demands, for instance through the use of forceful
language, guilt induction, and threats with punishment
(Barber 1996; Grolnick and Pomerantz 2009).

A few previous studies already have examined the role of
parents’ communication style with respect to prohibitions
and rules. These studies have found that an autonomy-
supportive style relates positively to internalization of par-
ental rules and child adjustment more generally, whereas a
controlling style relates to an absence of internalization and
even oppositional defiance to the parents’ rules and prohi-
bitions (Soenens et al. 2009; Van Petegem et al. 2015;
Vansteenkiste et al. 2014). Similarly, an autonomy-
supportive parenting style has been found to relate posi-
tively to legitimacy perceptions about parental authority
(Trinkner et al. 2012). Relatedly, Darling et al. (2008) have
found that stronger legitimacy beliefs were related to ado-
lescents’ general perceptions of their parents as highly
supportive and as often supervising their activities. Building
upon this work, we focused specifically on the issue of
parental prohibitions, thereby examining whether these
processes operate similarly or differently in different social
domains.

Moral Prohibitions vs. Friendship Prohibitions

To address the question whether adolescents’ responses also
depend upon the content of what is prohibited, we drew
upon Social-Cognitive Domain Theory (Smetana 2006).
This theory states that, from early childhood on, children
construct different types of social knowledge systems (or
social domains), which they apply in their interpretation of
the social world. Depending upon the social domain at stake
(e.g., moral, personal), children would reason fundamen-
tally differently about obedience, transgression, and
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legitimate jurisdiction (Lagattuta et al. 2010; Nucci 1981;
Smetana 2005). The moral domain pertains to prescriptive
rules and norms about rights, justice, and others’ welfare
(e.g., whether one can lie or hit others; Smetana 2006). Both
parents and children generally agree that parents have the
legitimacy to regulate these moral issues throughout ado-
lescence (e.g., Smetana 2000; Smetana and Asquith 1994;
Smetana et al. 2005). The personal domain comprises pri-
vate aspects of one’s life, such as the choice of clothes,
hairstyle, and peer relationships. As these issues reflect
aspects of adolescents’ identity and, hence, delineate the
boundary between the self and the social world, adolescents
claim that these issues need to be regulated by themselves
rather than by parents (Nucci 2001; Smetana 2005).

Consistent with the idea that parents and adolescents
reason differently about issues in the moral as compared to
the personal domain, previous studies have documented
between-domain mean-level differences in both parents’
and adolescents’ beliefs about parents having the legitimate
authority for rule-setting, with legitimacy perceptions being
elevated for rule-setting about moral issues, as compared to
personal issues such as friendships (e.g., Smetana and
Asquith 1994; Smetana 2000; Tisak 1986). To the best of
our knowledge, however, no formal domain-comparisons
have been made with regard to prohibitions in particular,
nor regarding parents’ style of communicating prohibitions.
Theoretically, it is assumed that parents are generally
involved more strongly in the moral domain as compared to
the personal domain (Smetana 1999). This stronger invol-
vement can be expressed not only through a higher degree
of rule-setting as such, but also through both more
autonomy-supportive and more controlling communication
about moral (as compared to friendship-related) prohibi-
tions. Indirectly supporting this claim, Arim et al. (2010)
found that adolescents perceived higher scores for parental
behavioral control (i.e., a mixture of clear rule-setting and
severe controlling strategies, such as punishing) for moral
issues, as compared to friendship issues. Similarly, Padilla-
Walker and Carlo (2006) found that parental yelling and
punishments—two controlling responses—are especially
prevalent in response to moral transgressions, compared to
other types of transgressions. Drawing upon theory and
these findings, we expected to find stronger legitimacy
beliefs, a higher occurrence of maternal prohibitions, and
more maternal engagement in both an autonomy-supportive
and a controlling communication style in the moral domain,
as compared to the friendship domain.

Further, we also sought to examine whether adolescents
would exhibit more internalization and less oppositional
defiance in response to moral, relative to friendship-related,
prohibitions. This is because adolescents generally would
consider parental involvement in the moral domain as
legitimate and would be more likely to endorse parents’

moral authority (Smetana 2005). Indirectly supporting
this claim, previous research has reported more parent–
adolescent conflict (e.g., Smetana 1989) and more adoles-
cent secrecy (e.g., Smetana et al. 2010) about friendship
issues, as compared to moral issues. Yet, no previous
studies explicitly have examined possible mean-level
differences between the friendship and the moral domain
in adolescents’ internalization and oppositional defiance in
response to parental prohibitions.

In addition to examining mean-level differences, we also
examined associations of mothers’ degree of prohibition
and their style of communicating prohibitions with each of
the developmental outcomes. In doing so, we tested whether
these associations would be moderated by social domain.
Previous research indicates that rule-setting in the personal
domain especially is perceived as intrusive and autonomy-
inhibiting (e.g., Smetana and Daddis 2002; Soenens et al.
2007), and that parental regulation of friendships is asso-
ciated with more deviant friendship affiliations and more
externalizing problems (e.g., Keijsers et al. 2012; Mounts
2001). Drawing upon this work, we expected that associa-
tions between degree of prohibition and the developmental
outcomes would be moderated by domain, such that a
higher degree of prohibitions in the friendship domain
would relate to weaker legitimacy perceptions, more
oppositional defiance, and less internalization, whereas an
opposite pattern of correlates was expected to emerge in the
moral domain.

However, we hypothesized that the correlates of
mothers’ communication styles would be domain-invariant,
with a controlling style relating to weaker legitimacy per-
ceptions, less internalization, and more oppositional defi-
ance, and with an autonomy-supportive style showing the
opposite pattern of results in both domains. Indeed,
autonomy-supportive strategies (such as reasoning and
offering a meaningful rationale) would facilitate develop-
ment and internalization across domains (e.g., Grolnick
et al. 2014), whereas controlling and power-assertive stra-
tegies would be detrimental across different contexts (e.g.,
Hoffman 2000; Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2010). Padilla-
Walker and Carlo (2006) provided preliminary support for
this hypothesis by showing that, although controlling par-
ental reactions were more common in the moral domain
compared to other domains, a higher frequency of such
reactions related negatively to adolescent ratings of appro-
priateness across domains.

The Present Study

Drawing upon both Social-Cognitive Domain Theory
(Smetana 2006) and Self-Determination Theory (Deci and
Ryan 2000), the present study had two general goals.
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First, we aimed to examine mean-level differences between
the moral domain and the friendship domain in mothers’
degree of prohibition, in their style of communicating about
these prohibitions and in a number of developmental out-
comes (i.e., perceived legitimacy, internalization, opposi-
tional defiance; Research Question 1). Reflecting parents’
greater involvement in the moral domain, we hypothesized
that mothers would display a higher degree of prohibition,
as well as a more frequent use of both a controlling and
autonomy-supportive style when communicating about
moral prohibitions, as compared to friendship prohibitions.
Further, we hypothesized that adolescents would report
greater legitimacy perceptions, more internalization, and
less oppositional defiance to prohibitions in the moral
domain, as compared to the domain of friendships.

Second, we aimed to examine associations between
mothers’ degree and style of prohibition and the develop-
mental outcomes, thereby testing whether social domain
moderated these associations (Research Question 2).
We expected that social domain would moderate the asso-
ciations of degree of prohibition, with mothers’ degree of
prohibition being more adaptive in the moral domain than in
the friendship domain. By contrast, we hypothesized that
the correlates of mothers’ communication style would be
relatively similar across the two domains, with an
autonomy-supportive style relating to more desirable out-
comes and with a controlling style relating to less desirable
outcomes.

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to
address these questions specifically with regard to maternal
prohibitions and explicitly contrasting the moral domain
with the friendship domain. Moreover, the present study
also had two methodological strengths, that is, (a) the reli-
ance on multi-informant information, which allowed to
circumvent potential problems related to shared method
variance, and (b) the use of a within-subjects design, which
allowed to circumvent possible error caused by naturally
occurring variance between groups (Charness et al. 2012).
Being one of the first studies to formally compare the
occurrence and correlates of parents’ degree of prohibition
and their communication style, we focused on mothers. In
spite of important sociological changes leading to increased
paternal involvement in child rearing, on average mothers
still are more strongly involved in children’s and adoles-
cents’ lives (Bornstein 2015). This is also the case in
Belgium, the country in which this study was conducted,
as especially mothers are strongly involved in daily inter-
actions with their adolescent children (Goossens and
Luyckx 2007).

Finally, given that several previous studies documented
age-related differences in, for instance, legitimacy beliefs
(e.g., Darling et al. 2008; Smetana 2000) and oppositional
defiance (e.g., Van Petegem et al. 2015), we controlled for

age group (i.e., early vs. middle adolescence) throughout
our analyses. Moreover, as a supplementary set of analyses,
we also tested whether age group moderated the above
relations. Given that the personal domain expands
throughout the adolescent years (e.g., Darling et al. 2008;
Smetana et al. 2005), it could be expected that the correlates
of maternal prohibitions of friendships are even more
maladaptive (i.e., relating to less perceived legitimacy, less
internalization, and more oppositional defiance) among
older, when compared to younger, adolescents. Further, we
also controlled for adolescents’ gender in our analyses. As
gender socialization theories suggest that girls are encour-
aged to be sensitive and cooperative, whereas boys are
expected to be more independent and dominant (Beal 1994;
Galambos et al. 2009), gender differences may be observed
in variables such as adolescents’ legitimacy beliefs and
oppositional defiance. Similarly, some studies indicated
gender differences in psychologically controlling parenting
(with, for instance, boys reporting more maternal psycho-
logical control; e.g., Soenens et al. 2008), yet other studies
found no gender differences (e.g., Mandara and Pikes 2008;
Morris et al. 2002; Rogers et al. 2003).

Method

Sample and Procedure

Data for the present study were gathered through a sec-
ondary school in a mid-sized city in the Dutch-speaking part
of Belgium. Pupils from all grades (i.e., 7th through 12th
grade; all academic track) were invited to participate. Dur-
ing a class period, we distributed 500 envelopes among all
pupils of the school. The envelope contained one ques-
tionnaire for the adolescent and one for the mother. Parti-
cipants were invited to complete the questionnaire at home
and to return the closed package with questionnaires if both
the adolescent and mother questionnaire were completed.
Informed consents were obtained. We guaranteed the
anonymous treatment of the data and explained that parti-
cipation was voluntary. No incentives for participation were
offered. This procedure was in line with the ethical guide-
lines formulated by the ethical board of the host institution.

In total, we obtained data from 196 adolescents (124
girls; 63.3 %), yielding a response rate of 39.2 %. The mean
age was 13.86 years (SD= 1.51, range = 12–17 years), with
42 participants (21.4 %) from 7th grade, 50 participants
(25.5 %) from 8th grade, 35 participants (17.9 %) from 9th
grade, 35 participants (17.9 %) from 10th grade, 21 parti-
cipants (10.7 %) from 11th grade, and 13 participants
(6.6 %) from 12th grade. For age-related analyses, we split
our sample into early adolescents (12–14 years; N= 131)
and middle adolescents (15–17 years; N= 65; cf. Berk
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2014). Information regarding ethnicity was not available,
but pupils from the participating school mostly had the
Belgian nationality and were all Dutch-speaking. Eighty-
three percent of the participants came from intact families,
14 % had divorced parents, and 3 % came from a family
with a deceased parent. In addition, we obtained data from
185 mothers, whose mean age was 44 years (SD = 3.50,
range = 36–56 years). In terms of highest level of education,
11 % of the mothers had obtained a primary school degree,
24 % a secondary school degree, and 65 % a college or
university degree. In total, 2.5 % of the data was missing.
Little’s (1988) MCAR-test suggested that these missing
values were randomly missing (normed χ2= 1.24, ns), and
therefore were imputed through the Expectation Max-
imization (EM) procedure (Schafer, 1997).

Measures

Both adolescents and mothers filled out the scales assessing
maternal degree and style of prohibition. The scales that
assess perceived legitimacy, internalization, and opposi-
tional defiance were administered to the adolescents only.

Degree of Prohibition, Perceived Legitimacy, and
Communication Style

Mothers and adolescents reported upon mothers’ degree of
prohibition and their style of communicating about friend-
ship and moral prohibitions, and adolescents also reported
upon their perceived legitimacy of these prohibitions. Par-
ticipants first rated the degree to which mothers prohibit
friendships through a 5-item questionnaire developed by
Soenens et al. (2009) (e.g., “My mother does not allow me
to hang out with some friends”). Statements were slightly
modified to make them amenable for parent reports (e.g., “I
don’t allow my child to hang out with some friends”).
Participants responded on a 5-point Likert-type scale
(1= totally disagree, 5= totally agree).

Following each prohibition statement, perceived legiti-
macy and maternal communication style were evaluated.
First, adolescents reported on their perceptions of their
mother having the legitimate authority for setting these
prohibitions, by indicating the degree to which they thought
it was OK for mothers to set these prohibitions (Kuhn and
Laird 2011; Smetana and Asquith 1994). Then, both
mothers and adolescents were presented items measuring
maternal communication style. Specifically, after each
prohibition statement, one item assessed an autonomy-
supportive style (resulting in 5 items in total; e.g., “My
mother would give a meaningful explanation for why she
thinks this is important”), and two items assessed a con-
trolling style (resulting in 10 items in total; e.g., “My
mother would say she will be very disappointed with me if I

disobey”). Again, mothers answered the same items with
minor revisions in wording (e.g., “I would give a mean-
ingful explanation for why I think this is important”). Par-
ticipants again responded on a 5-point Likert-type scale
(1= totally disagree, 5= totally agree). The same ques-
tionnaires were then repeated with a focus on mothers’
prohibition of morally inappropriate behaviors (e.g., lying,
stealing).

Extensive validity information for this measure was
provided by Soenens et al. (2009) and Vansteenkiste et al.
(2014), who showed that the scales related in theoretically
predicted ways to more general measures of autonomy-
supportive and controlling parenting style. In terms of
predictive validity, they also found, for instance, that a
controlling style of friendship prohibitions was related to
more affiliation with deviant peers and more involvement in
problem behaviors, whereas the opposite pattern of corre-
lates was found for an autonomy-supportive style (Soenens
et al. 2009). In the present investigation, internal con-
sistencies were .76 and .87 for adolescent-reported degree
of prohibition (for the friendship and the moral domain,
respectively), .82 and .89 for mother-reported degree of
prohibition, .89 and .85 for adolescent-reported and .89 and
.86 for mother-reported autonomy-supportive style com-
munication style, .85 and .83 for adolescent-reported and
.85 and .85 for mother-reported controlling communication
style, and .89 and .90 for perceived legitimacy.

Internalization

Adolescents’ internalization of their mother’s prohibitions
was measured with the Self-Regulation Questionnaire-
Parental Rules (Soenens et al. 2009), which was filled out
separately for rules about friendships and about moral
issues. This 18-item scale measures adolescents’ reasons for
following their mother’s rules, and more specifically, it
measures adolescents’ identified regulation (6 items; e.g.,
“because I find these rules personally meaningful”), intro-
jected regulation (6 items, e.g., “because I would feel guilty
if I would not do so”), and external regulation (6 items, e.g.,
“because otherwise I will be punished”) for following their
mother’s rules. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert-type
scale (1= completely disagree, 5= completely agree).
Internal consistencies were .89 and .91 for identified reg-
ulation (for the friendship and the moral domain, respec-
tively), .83 and .85 for introjected regulation, and .80 and
.82 for external regulation.

Given that these three types of regulation are situated on
a continuum of internalization, they are supposed to form a
quasi-simplex pattern (Guttman 1958), where subscales
next to each other on the internalization continuum (i.e.,
identified and introjected regulation; introjected and exter-
nal regulation) would be more strongly correlated that those
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further apart (i.e., identified and external regulation). This
quasi-simplex pattern was indeed observed, with identified
regulation being positively related to introjected regulation
(.63, p< .001, and .70, p< .001, for the friendship and the
moral domain, respectively) and unrelated to external reg-
ulation (.09, ns, and .08, ns, respectively), and with intro-
jected and external regulation also being positively related
(.45, p< .001, and .33, p< .001, respectively). Such a
pattern of correlations suggests that introjected regulation
lies in between identified and external regulation on the
continuum of internalization, providing evidence for the
internal validity of the scale and justifying the creation of a
summarizing Relative Internalization Index (RII; see also
Soenens et al. 2009; Vallerand et al. 1997). This index was
calculated by assigning a weight to each subscale,
depending on their place on the internalization continuum.
In line with previous studies (e.g., Fousiani et al. 2014;
Neyrinck et al. 2006; Soenens et al. 2009), scores for
identified, introjected, and external regulation were weigh-
ted with +3, −1, and −2, respectively. These weighted
scores were summed to create an overall composite score,
with higher scores reflecting more internalization. Previous
research offered evidence for the external validity of this
measure, for instance by showing that a greater inter-
nalization of parental rules relates to less problem behavior
(e.g., Soenens et al. 2009).

Oppositional Defiance

We assessed oppositional defiance through a 4-item ques-
tionnaire (Vansteenkiste et al. 2014), which evaluates ado-
lescents’ rejection of their mother’s rules and their tendency
to do exactly the opposite. This scale was also filled out
separately for friendship rules and moral rules (e.g., “I rebel
against my mother’s rules for unacceptable behavior”).

Items were measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale
(1= completely disagree to 5= completely agree). As in
previous research (e.g., Vansteenkiste et al. 2014), internal
consistencies were excellent (i.e., .87 for both the friendship
and the moral domain). Moreover, previous studies (e.g.,
Van Petegem et al. 2015) provided evidence for the external
validity of the present measure, as higher scores were
related to the rejection of parental requests and to more
externalizing symptoms.

Results

Research Question 1: Mean-Level Differences

Correlations between the study variables can be found in
Table 1. First, we tested whether there were mean-level
differences in terms of the degree of prohibition and com-
munication style as a function of social domain (friendship
vs. moral) and informant (adolescent vs. mother). In doing
so, we also controlled for gender and age group. This was
done through a repeated measure ANOVA with gender and
age group as between-subject variables, and with domain
and informant as within-subject variables as well with the
domain × informant interaction term, the gender-related
interaction terms (i.e., gender × domain, gender × infor-
mant, gender × domain × informant) and the age-related
interaction terms (i.e., age × domain, age × informant,
age × domain × informant) as within-subject variables.
Degree of prohibition, autonomy-supportive style, and
controlling style were the dependent variables. The multi-
variate effects of informant [F(3,190)= 26.09, p< .001,
η2= .29] and domain [F(3,190)= 307.64, p< .001,
η2= .82] were statistically significant, as was the interaction
between domain and informant [F(3,190)= 4.66, p= .004,

Table 1 Correlations among mothers’ degree and style of prohibition and adolescent developmental outcomes in the friendship domain (below
diagonal) and the moral domain (above diagonal)

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.

1. Degree of prohibition—AR – .21** .22** .15* .26*** −.03 .41*** .04 −.09

2. Autonomy-supportive style—AR −.19** – −.29*** −.11 .27*** −.10 .45*** .47*** −.35***

3. Controlling style—AR .48*** −.38*** – .00 −.09 .33***−.11 −.37*** .22**

4. Degree of prohibition—MR .44*** −.25*** .31*** – .27*** .17* .01 .04 .05

5. Autonomy-supportive style—MR −.07 .30*** −.21** −.01 – −.02 .30*** .22** −.26***

6. Controlling style—MR .38*** −.15* .38*** .41***−.10 – −.16* −.22** .20**

7. Legitimacy −.12 .31*** −.20** .03 .12 −.14 – .44*** −.42***

8. Internalization −.25*** .35*** −.42*** −.07 .18* −.12 .29*** – −.52***

9. Oppositional defiance .42*** −.37*** .48*** .22** −.18* .20** −.36*** −.55*** –

Note. AR adolescent report, MR mother report

* p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p< .001
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η2= .07]. The main effects of gender and age group were
not significant [F(3,190) = 2.39, p= 07, for gender;
F(3,190) = 1.35, p= .26, for age group], nor were the
interactions with gender and age [F(3,193) = 2.06 or lower,
p-values between .11 and .20, for gender; F(3,190)= .87 or
lower, p-values between .46 and .73, for age group], sug-
gesting that there were no gender-related or age-related
effects. As can be noticed in Table 2, at the univariate level,
informant differences were found for degree of prohibition
[F(1,192) = 19.17, p< .001, η2= .09], autonomy-
supportive style [F(1,192) = 65.72, p< .001, η2= .26] and
controlling communication style [F(1,192)= 4.82, p= .03,
η2= .03], with mothers reporting higher scores than ado-
lescents on each of these variables. With respect to domain,
significant mean-level differences were found for degree of
prohibition [F(1,192) = 813.21, p< .001, η2= .81] and
controlling communication style [F(1,192) = 233.44, p
< .001, η2= .55], effects that were not moderated by
informant. This pattern suggests that, regardless of the
informant, there is a higher prevalence of prohibitions and
of controlling communication in the moral domain, as
compared to the friendship domain. Although no main
effect of domain was found for an autonomy-supportive
communication style [F(1,192)= .01, p= .92], the interac-
tion between domain and informant was significant [F
(1,192) = 12.58, p< .001, η2= .06]. Whereas adolescents
perceived their mothers to be relatively more autonomy-
supportive in the friendship domain, mothers reported
relatively more autonomy support in the moral domain.

Then, we tested for between-domain mean-level differ-
ences in perceived legitimacy, internalization, and opposi-
tional defiance, thereby also controlling for gender and age
group. This was also done through a repeated-measures

MANOVA with gender and age group as between-subject
variables, and with domain, the gender × domain interaction
term and the age × domain interaction term as within-
subject variables. This analysis yielded a statistically sig-
nificant multivariate effect of social domain [F(3,190) =
52.51, p< .001, η2= .45]. The effects of gender and age
group were not significant [F(3,190) = 1.40, p= .24, for
gender; F(3,190) = 1.01, p= .39, for age group], nor were
the interaction terms with gender or age group [F(3,190) =
1.39, p= .25, for gender × domain; F(3,190) = .62, p= .61,
for age × domain], suggesting an absence of gender-related
or age-related differences. Subsequent univariate analyses
uncovered between-domain mean-level differences for
perceived legitimacy [F(1,192) = 146.13, p< .001,
η2= .43] and for oppositional defiance [F(1,192) = 28.39,
p< .001, η2= .13], but not for internalization [F(1,192)
= .06, p= .81]. As can be seen in Table 2, adolescents
reported stronger legitimacy perceptions and less opposi-
tional defiance in the moral domain, as compared to the
friendship domain.

Research Question 2: The Correlates of Degree and
Style of Prohibition

The second research question involved examining the
relation between mothers’ degree and style of prohibition
and adolescents’ developmental outcomes, and whether this
relation was moderated by social domain. This was done
through linear mixed modeling (West et al. 2014) in R
Version 3.2.2 (R Development Core Team 2014). This
analytical procedure allowed us to estimate the relation
between degree and style of prohibition and the develop-
mental outcome across social domains, as well as to test
directly whether social domain moderated this association.
Specifically, we performed six analyses (three outcomes *
two informants), each time specifying degree and
autonomy-supportive and controlling style of prohibition as
between-subject predictors, and social domain as a within-
subject predictor. We also included the three interaction
terms between domain and degree/style of prohibition and
we controlled for gender and age group. A summary of
these results can be found in Table 3.

The first set of analyses, focusing on perceived legiti-
macy, indicated a statistically significant association with
adolescent-reported degree of prohibition; however, this
association was moderated by social domain, such that a
higher degree of prohibition related positively to perceive
legitimacy in the moral domain but was unrelated in the
friendship domain (see Fig. 1a). Mother-reported degree of
prohibition was not significantly related to perceived
legitimacy, nor was there an interaction with social domain.
Across informants and across domains, the associations
with autonomy-supportive communication style were

Table 2 Means and standard deviations for all variables

Friendship
domain

Moral
domain

M SD M SD

Prohibition—adolescent report

Degree of prohibition 1.86 .75 3.91 .92

Autonomy—supportive style 3.94 .97 3.81 .98

Controlling style 1.52 .60 2.09 .82

Prohibition—mother report

Degree of prohibition 2.15 .91 4.17 1.02

Autonomy-supportive style 4.32 .78 4.46 .67

Controlling style 1.56 .69 2.29 .95

Developmental outcomes

Legitimacy 2.98 1.21 4.17 .80

Internalization 3.09 2.95 3.15 2.89

Oppositional defiance 1.81 .90 1.56 .72
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statistically significant, such that higher scores on
autonomy-supportive style were related to stronger legiti-
macy perceptions. Associations with controlling commu-
nication style were not statistically significant.

The next set of analyses examined associations with
adolescents’ internalization. Neither adolescent-reported nor
mother-reported degree of prohibition was statistically sig-
nificantly associated. However, adolescent-reported (but not
mother-reported) autonomy-supportive communication
style did relate positively to adolescents’ internalization.
Also in line with our expectations, we found that, across
informants, controlling communication style related nega-
tively to adolescents’ internalization. None of these rela-
tions were moderated by social domain.

In the third set of analyses, we examined the associations
with oppositional defiance. In line with our hypotheses, we
found that the association between adolescent-reported
degree of prohibition and oppositional defiance was mod-
erated by social domain, with a higher degree of prohibition
being positively related to oppositional defiance in the
friendships domain but not in the moral domain (see
Fig. 1b). The relation with mother-reported degree of pro-
hibition did not reach statistical significance. Further, an
autonomy-supportive communication style related to less
oppositional defiance, an association that was found across

informants. Finally, the association with adolescent-
reported controlling communication style was moderated
by domain, such that a controlling style significantly related
to more oppositional defiance in the friendship domain only
(see Fig. 1c). The association with mother-reported con-
trolling communication style was not significant.

Supplementary Analyses: The Moderating Role of Age

As a supplementary set of analyses, we tested whether age
group moderated the above relations. This was done by re-
running each of the six linear mixed models, thereby adding
the three second-order interaction terms (i.e., age × degree,
age × autonomy-support, age × control) and three third-order
interaction terms (i.e., age × domain × degree, age × domain ×
autonomy-support, age × domain × control). However, none
of these interaction terms reached significance (t-values ran-
ging between −1.70 and 1.39, all ns) suggesting that the
previously found associations do not differ for early vs.
middle adolescents.

Robustness of the Findings

We performed two additional sets of analyses to examine
the robustness of our findings. In a first set of additional

Table 3 Summary of linear
mixed models examining the
relation between parents’ degree
and style of prohibition and
adolescent developmental
outcomes

Legitimacy Internalization Oppositional
defiance

AR MR AR MR AR MR

Fixed-effect parameters

Gender .00 −.04 −.02 −.08 −.08 −.04

Age −.01 −.02 .14* .11 −.14* −.12*

Domain −.03 −.27 .35 −.07 −.09 .15

Degree of prohibition .33*** −.03 .05 .06 .02 .10

Autonomy-supportive style .25*** .21** .26*** .08 −.18*** −.17**

Controlling style −.06 −.10 −.19*** −.13* .08 .10

Domain × degree of prohibition −.31*** .18 −.11 −.02 .25* .10

Domain × autonomy-supportive
style

.06 −.33 −.27 .02 −.08 .02

Domain × Controlling style −.03 −.13 −.07 .08 .21* .00

Random parameters

Intercept variance .166 .242 4.297 5.962 .279 .396

Residual variance .727 .762 2.266 2.123 .230 .209

Model fit criteria

-2 REML log-likelihood 1051.3 1091.9 1730.1 1767.8 767.6 795.9

AIC 1108.6 1148.5 1770.2 1807.3 832.1 860.0

BIC 1156.3 1196.1 1817.9 1855.0 879.7 907.7

Note. AR adolescent report, MR mother report. Standardized partial regression coefficients are presented

* p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p< .001
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analyses, we re-examined the association between degree
and style of prohibition and internalization, thereby per-
forming the analyses separately for each of the subscales of
our internalization measure. In general, there was strong
convergence between the findings obtained with the com-
posite score of internalization and the findings obtained
with the subscales. For instance, an autonomy-supportive
communication style was associated positively with iden-
tified regulation (which reflects high levels of internaliza-
tion) and negatively with external regulation (which reflects
an absence of internalization), and a controlling commu-
nication style yielded an opposite pattern of associations.
Associations between degree of prohibition and the separate
regulation types were less consistent, which is also
reflected in the non-significant association with the overall
score for internalization. The second set of additional ana-
lyses involved another approach to testing the moderating
role of social domain. Specifically, we ran 12 regression
analyses (2 domains * 2 informants * 3 outcomes), and then
directly and formally compared differences in strength of
the standardized regression coefficients for the moral as
opposed to the friendship domain. This comparison was
done through the use of a bootstrapping procedure (Manly
2006) with 10,000 bootstrap samples, thereby taking into
account the repeated measures design. The associations
obtained in these analyses also strongly converged with our
linear mixed modeling analyses, mainly yielding evidence
for between-domain differences in the associations of
degree of prohibition with legitimacy and oppositional
defiance. The results of these analyses can be obtained upon
request.

Discussion

Especially during adolescence, setting rules and commu-
nicating prohibitions may be challenging for parents. This is
because, during this life period, the parent–adolescent
relationship undergoes a significant transformation and
adolescents seek to renegotiate the boundaries of what falls
under their personal jurisdiction (e.g., Buchanan et al. 1990;
Smetana et al. 2005). Although quite a number of previous
studies focused on the issue of parental rule-setting in
general, the current multi-informant study adds significantly
to the literature by focusing specifically on maternal pro-
hibitions and by explicitly and formally contrasting the
occurrence and correlates of prohibitions in two important
social domains, that is, the moral domain and the friendship
domain. The current contribution drew upon two prominent
theories on socialization that have not been studied together
very often, that is, Social-Cognitive Domain Theory (Nucci
1996; Smetana 2006; Turiel 1983) and Self-Determination
Theory (Ryan and Deci 2000), which allowed for a nuanced
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Fig. 1 The moderating role of social domain in the association
between degree of prohibition and perceived legitimacy a, between
degree of prohibition and oppositional defiance b, and between con-
trolling communication style and oppositional defiance c
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and multi-perspective examination of the issue of parental
prohibitions and for the inclusion of a broad range of
important developmental outcomes.

In line with Social-Cognitive Domain Theory, the pre-
sent study showed that it is important to consider what
parents prohibit. Indeed, adolescents were more likely to
accept maternal prohibitions about moral issues, such as
lying or stealing, as compared to prohibitions about
friendships; that is, they reported higher scores on inter-
nalization and perceived legitimacy and lower scores on
oppositional defiance to moral prohibitions. Also, both
adolescents and mothers reported more maternal involve-
ment in the moral domain, as manifested in the higher
prevalence of moral prohibitions and in mothers’ more
frequent use of a controlling style in the moral domain.

Moreover, the present study also showed that it is
important to consider how prohibitions are communicated. In
line with Self-Determination Theory, we found that, across
domains and informants, an autonomy-supportive commu-
nication style generally related to a number of indicators of
effective socialization (i.e., more internalization and greater
legitimacy perceptions, less oppositional defiance), whereas a
controlling communication style was associated with the
opposite pattern of correlates. Additionally, these associa-
tions were not moderated by the adolescents’ age. Specific
findings are outlined in detail below.

Mean-Level Differences between Domains

The first aim of the present study was to test for mean-level
differences between the moral domain and the friendship
domain, both in terms of the degree and style of prohibition,
as well as in terms of perceived legitimacy, internalization
and oppositional defiance displayed by adolescents in
response to these prohibitions. First, both mothers and
adolescents seemed to agree that mothers were more
involved in the moral domain, as reflected in the presence of
more prohibitions in the moral domain and in the more
frequent use of a controlling style when communicating
about moral issues. These results are complementary with
findings from previous studies showing that adolescents
generally perceive more behavioral control in the moral
domain (Arim et al. 2010) and that adolescents report more
parental yelling and punishing in response to moral trans-
gressions, as compared to other types of transgressions
(Padilla-Walker and Carlo 2006). Theoretically, this greater
maternal involvement in the moral domain is congruent
with the fact that parents often are strongly concerned with
their children’s moral development (e.g., Hoffman 2000;
Smetana 1999), whereas friendship issues are rather con-
sidered to fall under the adolescents’ personal jurisdiction.

To the best of our knowledge, no previous research to
date examined between-domain differences in the use of

autonomy support. Our findings for an autonomy-
supportive communication style were informant-
dependent. Specifically, mothers reported being more
autonomy-supportive with respect to moral prohibitions
than with respect to friendships, which is again in line with
the notion that parents would be strongly involved in ado-
lescents’ moral development (Smetana 1999). The adoles-
cents themselves, however, reported more maternal
autonomy support when communicating about friendship
issues as compared to moral issues. This discrepancy may
reflect a perceptual bias, with different informants noticing,
interpreting, and recalling the same interactions differently
(De Los Reyes 2013). Specifically, whereas mothers intend
to be autonomy-supportive when discussing moral prohi-
bitions, adolescents do not necessarily perceive maternal
communication about these prohibitions as autonomy-
supportive. More generally, this discrepancy points to the
importance of considering multiple sources of information
when investigating family dynamics (see also Rote and
Smetana 2016).

Further, we obtained clear evidence that adolescents
believe that their mothers have greater legitimate authority
to set prohibitions about moral issues as opposed to
friendship issues. This finding is also in line with Social-
Cognitive Domain Theory (e.g., Smetana and Asquith
1994; Smetana and Daddis 2002), which states that parents
and adolescents generally agree that parents retain legit-
imate jurisdiction about morality issues throughout adoles-
cence, whereas friendships are rather seen as private matters
that are up to the adolescent to decide (Nucci 1996), and
therefore would fall under the adolescents’ personal jur-
isdiction. In addition, the present investigation showed that
adolescents reported more oppositional defiance to maternal
friendship prohibitions, as compared to moral prohibitions.
Such findings also seem to converge with Social-Cognitive
Domain Theory. Indeed, as adolescents typically believe
that friendship issues fall outside the boundaries of parents’
authority, they might deem it more legitimate to defy to
these prohibitions (Smetana 2000, 2005). Surprisingly,
however, no mean-level differences were found in adoles-
cents’ internalization of moral prohibitions, as opposed to
friendship prohibitions. In other words, adolescents’
endorsement of the maternal prohibitions did not so much
depend on what is prohibited. Rather, in line with Self-
Determination Theory (Ryan and Deci 2000), internaliza-
tion especially seemed to depend on how the prohibitions
are communicated, as outlined in greater detail below.

Correlates of Degree of Prohibition and Communication
Style

The second aim of the current investigation was to examine
the associations between mothers’ degree and style of
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prohibition and the developmental outcomes, and to test
whether the social domain moderated these associations. In
general, the associations with adolescent-reported degree of
prohibition largely seemed to depend upon the domain.
Specifically, whereas a higher adolescent-reported degree of
prohibitions was related to stronger legitimacy perceptions
and unrelated to oppositional defiance in the moral domain,
the opposite pattern was true in the friendships domain,
where it was unrelated to perceived legitimacy, and related
to more oppositional defiance. In other words, these find-
ings suggest that only forbidden friendships are perceived
as attractive forbidden fruit (Keijsers et al. 2012); forbidden
moral transgressions, by contrast, seem to be perceived as
legitimately imposed expectations. It should be noted that
associations between adolescent-perceived degree of pro-
hibition and internalization were not significant, nor were
the associations with the maternal reports of degree of
prohibition. The latter finding suggests that effects of pro-
hibitions are, at least to a certain extent, in “the eye of the
beholder”. Ultimately, adolescents’ perceptions of the
degree of prohibitions especially determine whether prohi-
bitions are experienced as meddlesome and intrusive, or
rather as legitimately imposed (Barber and Harmon 2002;
Smetana and Daddis 2002).

The correlates of communication style were relatively
more similar across domains and across informants. Con-
sistent with Self-Determination Theory (Ryan and Deci
2000) and other socialization theories (e.g., Hoffman 2000),
an autonomy-supportive style was related to a more adap-
tive pattern of correlates (including higher scores for per-
ceived legitimacy and internalization, and lower scores for
oppositional defiance), whereas a controlling communicated
style related negatively to the internalization of the maternal
prohibitions. Such findings add to the literature by showing
that, across social domains, an autonomy-supportive com-
munication style is an important lever to greater acceptance
of the maternal prohibitions, whereas a controlling style, by
contrast, seems ineffective and even counterproductive
(Vansteenkiste et al. 2014).

Only one between-domain difference was obtained for
maternal communication style, with a controlling commu-
nication style relating to oppositional defiance in the domain
of friendships but not in the domain of morality. This finding
suggests that a controlling style of prohibiting friendships in
particular seems to foster psychological reactance (cf. Arim
et al. 2010; Soenens et al. 2007; Van Petegem et al. 2015).
This between-domain difference in the correlates of a con-
trolling communication style suggests that its deleterious
effects are especially pronounced with regards to issues that
are assumed to fall under the adolescents’ personal jurisdic-
tion (i.e., friendships), as any parental interference in this
domain is perceived as more intrusive (Arim et al. 2010;
Kakihara and Tilton-Weaver 2009).

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

The current investigation has a number of limitations. First,
given the cross-sectional design of the study, no inferences
about causality or direction of effects can be made. Previous
longitudinal research (e.g., Vansteenkiste et al. 2014)
documented reciprocal associations, with parents’ commu-
nication style not only predicting changes in adolescents’
internalization and oppositional defiance but with adoles-
cents’ internalization and defiance in turn also predicting
changes in parents’ communication style. Thus, future
research addressing between-domain similarities and dif-
ferences in parental rules should ideally have a longitudinal
design. A longitudinal design also allows for testing more
advanced path models, such as a model including legiti-
macy perceptions as a mediator in the association between
parental communication style and internalization and defi-
ance (see Sunshine and Tyler 2003).

Second, although it is a notable strength that the current
study explicitly compared two social domains through a
within-person design, future research would do well also
testing whether the uncovered dynamics operate similarly or
differently in other social domains. For instance, previous
research showed that the moral domain should be dis-
tinguished from the conventional domain, which involves
agreed-on, arbitrary behaviors that structure social interac-
tions in different settings, such as good manners (Smetana
2006; Turiel 1983). Similarly, previous studies also showed
that the personal domain should be distinguished from the
prudential domain, which also pertains to the understanding
of the self, though it especially pertains to one’s personal
safety and well-being (e.g., Tisak and Turiel 1984; Smetana
et al. 2005). Parents also are supposed to retain a certain
degree of legitimate authority about these prudential issues
(Smetana et al. 2005). Hence, future research could test
whether our findings extend into different domains as well.

Third, future research also needs to test whether the
current results, which involved the communication of
“don’ts” (i.e., prohibitions), also apply to the communica-
tion of “do’s” (i.e., requests to engage in specific beha-
viors). This is important because previous research has
shown that the processes behind both types of parental
interventions operate differently to some extent (e.g.,
Kochanska and Aksan 1995; Sheikh and Janoff-Bulman
2013).

Fourth, our sample was rather homogenous as it con-
sisted of middle-class Belgian adolescents and their
mothers. An interesting avenue for future research is to test
to what degree the present findings generalize across cul-
tures, as both Social-Cognitive Domain Theory and Self-
Determination Theory make claims about universal
dynamics. Specifically, Social-Cognitive Domain Theory
states that individuals in all cultures develop and construct a
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personal domain, with a core set of issues that are seen as
personal, even for young children (e.g., Assadi et al. 2011;
Smetana 2002). Hence, parental interference in this domain
would relate to negative outcomes, regardless of the specific
culture (e.g., Hasebe et al. 2004). Similarly, Self-
Determination Theory claims that perceived controlling
parenting would be deleterious for children and adolescents
across cultures, as controlling parenting would frustrate
adolescents’ need for autonomy, which would be detri-
mental for everyone (e.g., Ahmad et al. 2013; Chen et al.
2015; Soenens et al. 2012). However, both theories also
leave room for cultural variation (Soenens et al. 2015). For
instance, according to Social-Domain Cognitive Theory,
there may be variation between cultures (and between dif-
ferent developmental stages) in the specific boundaries that
define the personal domain, and therefore also in what is
considered to fall under one’s personal jurisdiction (Sme-
tana 2002). Similarly, although perceived controlling par-
enting has been shown to be detrimental in many different
cultures, there may be variation between cultures in the
specific parenting practices that are perceived as autonomy-
supportive or as controlling (Chen et al. 2016; Marbell and
Grolnick 2013). Hence, an interesting future direction
would be to examine where the cross-cultural similarities
and differences lie.

Finally, we only considered mothers’ prohibitions and
their communication style. As noted previously (e.g.,
Lansford et al. 2014; Simons and Conger 2007), relatively
little research has been done on father–adolescent dyads in
the developmental field, as if the correlates of mothers’ and
fathers’ parenting practices were identical. However, a
growing body of literature documents important differences
between mothers and fathers (e.g., Bornstein 2015; Rogers
et al. 2003). For instance, previous research found that
adolescents, on average, reported more maternal than
paternal psychological control (e.g., Lansford et al. 2014). It
is also important to consider the gender composition of the
family dyad, as some studies found that fathers are per-
ceived to be more controlling by girls than by boys, whereas
mothers are perceived to be more controlling by boys than
by girls (e.g., Mantzouranis et al. 2012; Soenens et al.
2008). Hence, future studies also should consider the
father–adolescent dyad when examining the correlates of
parents’ degree and style of prohibitions in different social
domains.

Conclusion

A difficult question for parents is whether it is always wise
to prohibit undesirable behaviors to their adolescent chil-
dren. Many parents experience that prohibitions are some-
times risky and may turn out counterproductive. Drawing

upon Social-Cognitive Domain Theory (Nucci 1996; Sme-
tana 2006; Turiel 1983) and Self-Determination Theory
(Ryan and Deci 2000), the current study suggests that the
effectiveness of parental prohibition depends both on what
is prohibited and on how prohibitions are communicated.
Specifically, it was found that friendship prohibitions gen-
erally are more difficult and challenging to communicate
than moral prohibitions. However, prohibitions regarding
both morality and friendships were found to be more
effective (relating to stronger legitimacy perceptions, more
internalization, and less oppositional defiance) when com-
municated in an autonomy-supportive way rather than in a
controlling way.
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