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Abstract:  While normative parenting styles can result in positive 
youth outcomes such as adjustment and competence, overparenting 
may lead to a variety of negative youth outcomes including poor 
self-regulation and childhood anxiety. Conceptualizations of 
overparenting vary and an opportunity exists to clarify the construct 
and consider the implications for youth development settings. This 
paper synthesizes what is known about overparenting and its sub-
dimensions, proposes an overparenting model built on prior 
research, and explores the influence of overparenting on youth 
development programs.  An agenda for further overparenting 
research is proposed.   

 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 
In 1945, the New York Times published an article titled, “The Teen-Age Bill of Rights,” which become 
symbolic of the emergence of youth culture and a benchmark in the recognition of adolescence as a 
unique period of life (Savage, 2007).  Included in this list of ten rights was the theme, “The right to 
make mistakes, to find out for oneself.”  Sixty years later, the relevance of allowing a child to fail, and 
to learn the lessons that accompany failure, has never been more poignant in the face of modern 
hyper-involved parenting (Tough, 2012).  From unfounded concerns with child safety to an obsession 
with academic achievement, today’s overparents shape the experiences of childhood in ways that are 
often antithetical to healthy development.  As Stearns (2004) suggested, “The 20th century, once 
rated as the “century of the child,” became rather a century of anxiety about parents’ own adequacy.  
And children did not necessarily benefit from this process of adult debate and self-doubt” (p. 1).     
 
Overly involved or protective parenting, sometimes labelled overparenting, has received increasing 
attention in popular culture for more than 20 years (Gibbs, 2009; Marano, 2008; Thomasgard, & 
Metz, 1993); however, until recently there has been a scarcity of overparenting research to guide 
youth program practices (Locke, Campbell, & Kavanagh, 2012; Segrin, Woszidlo, Givertz, Bauer, & 
Taylor-Murphy, 2012).  Parental involvement and engagement are foundational to positive youth 
development settings and outcomes (Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 1995; Fan, & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 



2005).  Research supports the importance of parental involvement in youth programs (Ferreri, Futris, 
Smathers, Cochran, Arnett, & Digby, 2006), and likewise has demonstrated that lack of parental 
responsiveness (Carruthers, & Busser, 2000) and parental non-participation (Culp, 1998) are common 
challenges faced by youth program providers.   
 
But what influence—positive or negative—might overparenting have on youth programs?  Because 
most overparenting research has been confined to clinical settings, studies of young children, and 
studies of college students, it is important to investigate this parenting approach in naturalistic youth 
program settings.  As such this paper has two aims: (list) 

(1) to propose a conceptual model of overparenting based on a synthesis of contemporary 
literature, and  

(2) to explore overparenting within the context of positive youth development to provide 
considerations for future research on the influence of overparenting on the quality of youth 
development programs.   

 
We propose that overparents may exert specific pressures on youth program providers thus impacting 
program quality across a number of programmatic and organizational dimensions.  
 
Normative Parenting 
Children need supportive relationships with caring adults to help them negotiate childhood, 
adolescence, and a successful transition to adulthood (Eccles, & Gootman, 2002; Roth, & Brooks-
Gunn, 2003).  Although parents and non-parental adults both play a role in providing youth with a 
variety of supports and opportunities that facilitate healthy outcomes and ameliorate negative 
influences (Bowers, et al., 2014), the presence of parents is particularly impactful (Bean, Bush, 
McKenry, & Wilson, 2003; Bowers, et al., 2011; Hart, Newell, & Olson, 2003).  Normative parenting is 
predictive of child well-being in the domains of social competence, academic performance, 
psychosocial development, and problem behavior (Darling, 1999).  
 
Baumrind (1967) created the first parenting style typology, with dimensions that included 
authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive parenting.  Maccoby and Martin (1983) expanded and 
updated Baumrind’s model by substituting indulgent and neglectful in place of permissive.  Steinberg 
and his colleagues (Gray, & Steinberg, 1999; Steinberg, 1990) separated authoritative parenting into 
three distinct components: acceptance, behavioral control, and psychological control.  Darling and 
Steinberg (1993) proposed that parental goals and values influenced both parenting style and 
practice.  In their model parenting practice refers to the specific behavior that a parent uses to 
socialize children, whereas parenting style is the emotional climate in which a child is raised (Darling, 
& Steinberg, 1993).   
 
Through a contemporary analysis of the parenting dimensions and typologies to date, Hart, et al., 
(2003) proposed three distinguishing dimensions of normative parenting, including:   

(a) warmth and support shown to a child to facilitate an emotional connection (e.g.,  
acceptance, affection, involvement, nurturance),  

(b) behavioral control of the child to foster mature behavior (e.g., limit setting, supervision, 
reasoning about consequences), and  

(c) autonomy granting (e.g., independence, self-governance) to promote emotional and 
psychological self-reliance.  

 
There has been renewed interest in understanding the role of control and autonomy granting as part 
of the “recent trend in parenting research toward disaggregating parenting typologies to better 
understand the unique effects of their constituent components” (p. 3). 



 
Overparenting 
Definitions 
Non-normative, yet effortful parenting has been described using a variety of terms, including: 
helicopter parenting (Padilla-Walker, & Nelson, 2012; Segrin, et al., 2012;), intrusive parenting 
(Taylor, Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Widaman, 2013), over-protective parenting (Spokas, & Heimberg, 
2009; Thomasgard, & Metz, 1993; Ungar, 2009), oversolicitous parenting (Rubin, Hastings, Stewart, 
Henderson, & Chen, 1997), lawnmower parenting (Locke, Campbell, & Kavanagh, 2012; Segin, et al., 
2012), overly effortful parenting (Locke, et al., 2012), and overparenting (Locke, et al., 2012; Munich, 
& Munich, 2009).  Although similar, these terms are often used in conceptually different ways and 
researchers have noted that the meanings of these non-normative parenting approaches is unclear 
(Segrin, et al., 2012; Taylor, et al., 2013).   
 
The helicopter parent (sometimes labeled as overprotective or over-solicitous) is defined as a parent 
who excessively shields and problem-solves for his/her child rather than allow the child to experience 
failure or challenge.  In this way, the helicopter parent prevents his/her child from demonstrating 
personal growth (Bradley-Geist, & Olson-Buchanan, 2014; Segrin, et al., 2012; Segrin, Woszidlo, 
Givertz, & Montgomery, 2013).  Padilla-Walker and Nelson (2012) conceptualized the helicopter 
parent as one that is “high on warmth/support, high on control, and low on granting autonomy” (p. 
1178).  To date the majority of research into the construct of helicopter parenting has focused on 
adolescents and emerging adults (Padilla-Walker, & Nelson, 2012; Segrin, et al., 2012; 2013), the 
intrusive parent (sometimes called an overly-effortful parent) over-schedules and micromanages their 
children, discouraging free time and independent behavior.  Intrusive parents often function poorly 
without their child (Padilla-Walker, & Nelson, 2012; Thomasgard, & Metz, 1993).  The lawnmower 
parent quite literally “mows” problems out of their child’s path (Locke, et al., 2012).  They seek to 
remove all perceived obstacles from their child’s growth and are frequently cited as interfering with 
academics and athletics to excess. We recognize overparenting as the term that best represents non-
normative, yet effortful (as opposed to permissive) parenting styles.  Segrin, et al., (2013), offering 
what may be the most cogent definition of an overparent, suggested that “individuals who enact this 
form of parenting appear hyper-involved in their children’s lives, risk averse, and preoccupied with 
their children’s emotional well-being” (p. 570-571).  Put simply, overparenting suggests “behaviors 
beyond what most parents would do” (Thomasgard, & Metz, 1993, p. 67).  
  
Conceptual and Theoretical Foundations 
While early parenting style typologies by Baumrind, (1967) and Maccoby and Martin (1983) did not 
account for overparenting, current theory and research (Locke, et al., 2012; Taylor, et al., 2013) 
suggests that evidence of overparenting may be seen across these styles.  Thus, today’s overparent 
may reflect a combination of parenting styles or a unique and understudied pattern of parenting 
dimensions.  Taylor, et al., (2013) proposed that the overparent construct may exist along a 
continuum between authoritative, authoritarian, and indulgent parenting.  Conceptualizing 
overparenting on a continuum is consistent with the views of Padilla-Walker and Nelson (2012), who 
stressed that helicopter parenting did not reflect an entirely new dimension of parenting, but rather 
that it represented a “unique patterning of the basic dimensions of parenting” (p. 1178).  Further, 
Padilla-Walker and Nelson theorized that parents often display a combination of styles; demonstrating 
overparenting in one aspect of their child’s life (athletics for example) and not in another aspect of 
their child’s life (academics for example).  Similarly, Bowers, et al., (2014) proposed a parent profile 
that reflected “maximum plasticity” (p. 912) to allow parents the capacity to contextually adapt 
parenting behaviors based on the time and place they were interacting with their child.   
 



Family enmeshment theory and attachment theory have informed the construct of overparenting.  
Family enmeshment theory, which posits that parents use their children to satisfy their own 
incomplete goals, regrets, or anxieties, provides a motivational basis for overparenting. From the 
enmeshment perspective, parents project their own goals onto their child, excessively control their 
child’s life, and vicariously experience their child’s successes and failures (Segrin, et al., 2013).  
Attachment theory posits that insecure parenting behavior, for example becoming overly-involved or 
overly-controlling in a child’s life, is associated with negative outcomes for children including 
increased anxiety, stress regulation, and low self-efficacy (Sideridis, & Kafetsios, 2008).  Indeed, 
Padilla-Walker and Nelson (2012) noted that helicopter parenting shares characteristics of control 
driven by parental separation anxiety.  In these situations, parents may be more concerned with their 
own experience of separation than they are about the experiences of their child.   
 
Contemporary family structures and parental pressures are often hypothesized to be motivators of 
overparenting.  Carney-Hall (2008) proposed that parents have become overinvolved because family 
support systems are now more diverse, with increases in divorced, blended, single-parent, or same-
sex families.  Munnich and Munnich (2009) suggested that overparenting is a response to 
expectations associated with contemporary standards of achievement and academic and economic 
success, and that this pressure becomes the main rationalization for over-structuring and 
micromanaging the child and adolescent’s life.  Summarizing research conducted by Stuart Brown 
with the National Institute for Play, Munnich and Munnich (2009) explained, 
 

…the level of parenting involvement in structuring every minute of a child’s day,  
their effort to eradicate rough-and-tumble play in boys, and their efforts to oversanitize all 
areas where children recreate has the potential of seriously curtailing other areas of 
development, such as the ability to pursue curiosity, explore, and assess their own sense of 
risk and safety, and thus establish their own borders and boundaries with the outside world 
(p. 234-235). 

 
In fact, further investigation by Segrin, et al., (2013) and Wolfradt, Hempel, and Miles (2003) 
suggests that overparents themselves may possess negative attributes including anxiety, narcissism, 
and feelings of entitlement.   
 
The broader socio-cultural context of modern parenting exerts powerful influences on many 
overparenting behaviors, and this context may be the cause of parental anxiety that contributes to 
overparenting. As Munich and Munich (2009) note,  
 

It begins with exhortations and techniques to maximize early childhood  
stimulation (Baby Einstein) and includes protective devices such as anti-bacterial products 
and “nanny-cams,” pre-school academic enhancers for reading and math,  
self-esteem promoters as in excessive birthday parties and graduation ceremonies  
from nursery school, a $4 billion dollar tutoring industry that begins in elementary school, 
strenuous programs for extracurricular and athletic activities, special skills  
camps and, by late in high school, hiring private admissions counselors at great  
expense to help market the child to the best possible college (p. 234). 

 
For many parents, pressures for academic success become the main rationalization for over-
structuring, micromanaging, and close scheduling of a young persons’ life.  
 
Another source of parental anxiety may come from perceived risk associated with childhood 
experiences.  Researchers have suggested that uncertainty associated with modern life has 



contributed to the development of a risk society (Scott, Jackson, & Backett-Milburn, 1998).  In a risk 
society, parents are constantly engaged in assessing and managing risk in all areas of their child’s life.  
There is an ongoing call for a closer examination of how risk is embedded in specific contexts (Scott, 
et al., 1998), how risks are socially constructed within families (Backett-Milburn, & Harden, 2004), 
and how these perceived risks contribute to risk anxiety in parents.  Although occasional anxious 
feelings are a universal quality of human nature, understanding parental risk anxiety and the fears 
that parents associated with childhood experiences are important because parental fears may 
influence how parents allow their children to play (Scott, et al., 1998).  Limits on childhood 
experiences due to parental fears and risk anxiety may thus impede healthy child development, 
particularly when parents act as gatekeepers of their child’s experiences in order to maintain power 
over their children (Hood-Williams, 1990). 
 
Overparenting and Youth Programs 
While normative parenting styles can result in positive youth outcomes, such as adjustment and 
competence (Baumrind, 2005), overparenting can lead to variety of negative youth outcomes (Padilla-
Walker, & Nelson, 2012) such as poor self-regulation and childhood anxiety (Segrin, et al., 2012; 
Sideridis, & Kafetsios, 2008).  Research suggests that overparenting contributes to the development 
of a cognitive style (in a child) in which a child comes to believe that personal success or failure are 
largely determined by external factors (Spokas, & Heimberg, 2009), as opposed to being within one’s 
control.  In this case, low feelings of self-efficacy and autonomy can lead to poorer outcomes for a 
child later in life (Baumrind, 2005, Taylor, et al., 2013) such as difficultly in the development of peer 
relationships (Rubin, Burgess, & Hastings, 2002) and social withdrawal (Bayer, Sanson, & Hemphill, 
2006).   
 
From the perspective of youth program management, these challenging participant behaviors can 
directly interfere with successful program implementation in a variety of ways.  At the most basic 
level, parents that display an overparenting style are difficult within the context of a youth program 
setting because they may feel uncomfortable with how the program might affect their child, from 
being too challenging to being too easy.  Parents may also be concerned with how their child’s 
performance within that youth program settings is reflecting on their own parenting skills or self-
worth.  Coakley (2006) discussed the idea that a child’s performance reflects their parents’ perceived 
level of commitment.  When a child succeeds their parent was “committed,” but when the child fails 
the parent was not committed enough; “sports come to symbolize one’s moral worth as parent” (p. 
260).  Overparents may pass this self-induced pressure and anxiety on to youth program providers to 
ensure their child succeeds.  Overparents may also negatively influence the manner in which 
programs are delivered, either by siphoning off facilitator time and attention managing their specific 
issues or altering the design and implementation of a program because of their concerns.  When 
considering these challenges in the context of program evaluation, overparents may have a significant 
negative influence on the fidelity to which programs are delivered, thereby compromising the 
corresponding intended outcomes.  
 
The relationship between overparenting and childhood anxiety—one of the most common disorders in 
children (Ragnell, 2011)—is suggested by the literature on childhood homesickness.  Homesickness, 
“the distress or impairment caused by an actual or anticipated separation from home” (Thurber, & 
Sigman, 1998, p. 904), has been shown to be strongly related to both child (Thurber, 2005) and 
parental anxiety (Thurber, & Walton, 2007).  In one of the few studies that investigated the role of 
parent anxiety on children’s anxiety symptoms within the context of a youth program, Kingery, 
Peneston, Rice, and Wormuth (2012) examined parents’ concerns about sending their children to 
camp and children’s anxiety symptoms in predicting homesickness during overnight summer camp.  
The researchers found that parental anxious expectations were associated with child homesickness 



and was a unique predictor in the regression model.  This study was unique in that it focused on 
parents’ anxious expectations about camp rather than parents’ anxiety about separating from their 
children in general.  The researchers, citing Fisak and Grills-Taquechel (2007), proposed that parents 
may influence their children through modeling or verbal instructions, an approach reflecting Bandura’s 
Social Learning Theory (1986).  Similarly, Thurber and Sigman (1998) found that boys who 
experienced more homesickness have parents who reported greater separation anxiety about sending 
their child to camp.  Research associating homesickness and parent anxiety is compelling, and may 
have implications for overparenting.  Although this study did not explicitly mention overparenting, the 
emphasis on parents with high expectations and anxiety is consistent with other descriptions of 
overparents (Padilla-Walker, & Nelson, 2012; Sideridis, & Kafetsios, 2008).  Reducing overparenting 
behaviors, and thus parent and child anxiety, may reduce homesickness. 
 
Not all research suggests that a highly-involved parenting style, which is conceptually similar to 
overparenting, always leads to negative youth outcomes.  In fact, highly involved and warm parenting 
has been associated with higher levels of positive youth development and a higher likelihood that a 
child is connected to an important non-parental adult (Bowers, et al., 2014).  Furthermore, children 
who have authoritative parents have a lower risk for engaging in drug and heavy alcohol use 
(Stephenson, & Helme, 2006), delinquency (Johnson, Giordano, Manning, & Longmore, 2011), and 
homelessness (van de Bree, Shelton, Bonner, Moss, Thomas, & Taylor, 2009) later in life.   
 
Considering this variability in the overparenting research, we need to better understand what 
differentiates a supportive parent which is associated with positive outcomes (See Baumrind, 2005) 
and an overparent which is associated with negative outcomes including maladjustment (Segrin, et 
al., 2012; 2013), poor stress regulation, and as previously mentioned, anxiety (Sideridis, & Kafetsios, 
2008).  Today’s overparent may reflect a unique pattern of parenting dimensions that are not 
accurately or adequately described within the current literature.   Theoretical models and applied 
research are needed to inform the practice of youth work (Lerner, et al., 2011). Greater awareness of 
overparenting within youth development programs may inform the extent to which overparenting 
influences positive or negative youth, program, and organizational outcomes and may also identify 
promising practices for the effective management of overparents. 
 
Conceptual Model of Overparenting within Youth Development Programs 
Positive youth development emphasizes the provision of appropriate supports and opportunities 
(Eccles, & Gootman, 2002) that enhance existing youth assets.  From this perspective, normative 
parenting is viewed as a critical “support” for promoting positive youth development and youth 
involvement in programs and activities that provide access to supportive adults and skill-building 
experiences are “opportunities” that contribute to positive developmental outcomes.  In an exhaustive 
review of the literature, Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, and Hawkins (2004) identified 15 
programmatic positive youth development outcomes, including: (1) promotes bonding, (2) fosters 
resilience, (3) promotes social competence, (4), promotes emotional competence, (5) promotes 
cognitive competence, (6) promotes behavioral competence, (7) promotes moral competence, (8) 
fosters self-determination, (9) fosters spirituality, (10) fosters self-efficacy, (11) fosters clear and 
positive identity, (12) fosters belief in the future, (13) provides recognition for positive behavior, (14) 
provides opportunities for prosocial involvement, and (15) fosters prosocial norms. 
 
Figure 1 shows a proposed model for understanding overparenting within the context of a youth 
development program based on current research and theory.  This model organizes existing 
overparenting-related terms and operationalizes the construct.  In this model, parenting is viewed in 
accordance with Fox’s (1994) definition as “a dynamic process that includes the unique behaviors of a 
parent that a child directly experiences and that significantly impact his or her development.  



Parenting also includes parental expectations which children directly experience through their parents’ 
behaviors” (p. 3).  Normative parenting is represented according to Hart, et al., (2003) 
conceptualization of support, behavioral control, and autonomy granting, while overparenting is 
theorized to involve high levels of parental support, behavioral control, and anxiety, and low levels of 
autonomy granting.  Thus, overparenting is viewed to exist as a unique pattern of dimensions that 
reflect: level of support, control and autonomy granting demonstrated by parents.  Specifically, 
overparenting is defined as a unique pattern of parental behaviors characterized by high support, 
high control, and low autonomy granting and high parental expectations that is excessively protective 
and controlling of a child’s youth development experiences.  

 
Figure 1 

Conceptual Model of Overparenting Influences on Youth Development Programs 
  

 

 Social-Cultural Context 

 

 
 
 
We recognize the bidirectional relationship that exists between parental influences on youth and 
youth influences on parents (Lerner, 1982), and we propose that a similar bidirectional relationship 
may exist between overparents and program providers.  At the youth development organizational 



level, we propose that overparents may influence structures, policies, programs, and/or staffing, and 
similarly that program providers (through the structures, policies, programs, and/or staffing systems 
they implement) may also influence parents.  We view these concepts to be fluid rather than static, 
and we recognize that parental behaviors may vary based on the nature of the parenting role they 
may express at any given time, which would also apply to situations in which they are interacting with 
their child within the context of a youth development program. 
 
 
 
Implications for Research and Practice 
The majority of overparenting-related research has been confined to clinical settings (Locke, et al., 
2012) or higher education settings (Padilla-Walker, & Nelson, 2012).  These studies often focus on 
early adulthood (Segrin, et al., 2012; 2013), but there is evidence that overparenting may also be 
prevalent among parents of middle and high-school aged youth.  As previously noted, Kingery, et al’s 
(2012) study of homesickness and parent anxiety suggests the influence of non-normative parenting.  
Given that the majority of research into child and parental anxiety is conducted in clinical settings 
(Chavira, Stein, Bailey, & Stein, 2004); it is important to investigate these concepts in a more 
naturalistic setting, for example in an after-school program, summer camp, or other out-of-school-
time youth program where homesickness may be a common issue requiring staff management and 
the allocation of organizational resources.  For example, a recent survey of 536 youth program 
providers found that parent communication was the most important issue that directors and frontline 
staff had to manage (American Camp Association, 2013).  Furthermore, directors reported that many 
parents expected increased communication with the director, frequent updates about their child’s 
experience, opportunities to communicate with their child, and access to pictures of their child 
participating in the program.  Expectations like these may reflect overparenting behaviors and may be 
management issues that impact program implementation.  
 
The influence of overparenting on the implementation of youth development programs is unclear, but 
anecdotal evidence (American Camp Association, 2013) suggests that overparents influence the 
programs in which their children participate.  What we do know is that children of overparents are 
more likely to have children who show childhood anxiety and maladaptive, challenging behaviors, and 
these behaviors may manifest during the youth program in which those children participate.  In a 
youth program setting the influence of overparents may be experienced not only by parents’ own 
children, but also by other program participants.  Furthermore, overparents may influence youth 
program providers’ operational, managerial, or programmatic planning that may have broad impacts 
on all program participants.   
 
Conversely, overparents may also have positive influences on youth programs. Carney-Hall (2008) 
noted the positive role that parents can play as student advocates.  As program providers seek to 
meet the high expectations often associated with over-involved, over-protective parents, there may 
be improvement or enhancements in organizational practices or program components that contribute 
to overall program quality.  Positive or negative, further examination of the influence of overparents 
on program planning, implementation, and other operational and programmatic dimensions  
necessary to understand their true effect.  
 
Current research into overparents is also limited by the populations being investigated.  With 
practically all of the overparenting research examining parenting within the context of clinical or 
higher education settings, the time has come to explore overparenting within the context of the most 
commonplace youth programs.  The 1999 National Survey of America’s Families found that 81% of 6-
11 year olds and 83% of 12-17 year olds participated in one or more sports, lessons, or clubs during 



the past year (Ehrle, & Moore, 1999).  With approximately 8.4 million children enrolled in after-school 
programs (Afterschool Alliance, 2014), and millions more participating in community-based programs 
and youth organizations, there are many programs and contexts in which to examine possible 
influences of overparenting on program quality.   
 
A richer understanding of overparenting within youth programs will also require development of 
measures of overparenting.  While parenting measures have been informed by decades of research, 
as noted earlier the examination of overparenting has much less history (Locke, et al., 2012; Padilla-
Walker, & Nelson, 2012; Segrin, et al., 2012; 2013).  Existing measures of parenting behavior have 
been largely retrospective and limited by the homogenous nature of the populations being 
investigated. We propose parenting measures that examine behaviors at the parent-child level and 
also within the context of youth programs.  These measures could help program providers identify 
overparents prior to program implementation and assist program providers in addressing or 
redirecting parental concerns.   
  
Furthermore, we propose future overparenting research that considers the broader socio-cultural 
context of parenting within youth development programs.  Research suggests that parenting differs 
among ethnic groups (Dexter, Wong, Stacks, Beeghly, & Barnett, 2013), socioeconomic (Dotterer, 
Iruka, & Pungello, 2012), and cultural groups (Bornstein, 2012).  Thus, we envision a research 
agenda that explores how overparenting may be manifest across different cultural, ethnic, and racial 
groups to determine if current conceptualizations of overparenting fit diverse parent groups. Given 
the homogenous nature of populations that have been currently been researched we may find the 
manner in which overparenting is conceptualized may be very different depending on parents’ 
demographic profiles. 
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