
Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2023) 52:1010–1023
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-022-01723-0

EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

When Too Much Help is of No Help: Mothers’ and Fathers’ Perceived
Overprotective Behavior and (Mal)Adaptive Functioning in
Adolescents

İldeniz B. Arslan 1
● Nicole Lucassen1

● Loes Keijsers1 ● Gonneke W. J. M. Stevens2

Received: 4 June 2022 / Accepted: 13 December 2022 / Published online: 12 January 2023
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract
Although parental overprotection is theorized to have lasting negative effects throughout a child’s life, there is limited empirical
evidence available on its long-term significance on adolescent well-being. This preregistered, three-wave longitudinal study
investigated the association of maternal and paternal perceived overprotection in early adolescence with the development of
(mal)adaptive psychological, academic, and social functioning throughout adolescence. Data (N= 2229; 50.7% girls) from the
longitudinal TRacking Adolescents’ Individual Lives Survey (TRAILS) in the Netherlands were used (Mage T1= 11.11,
T2= 13.57, T3= 16.28). At T1, adolescents reported on their mothers’ and fathers’ overprotection. From T1 to T3 adolescents
and teachers reported about internalizing problems, academic achievement, prosocial, and antisocial behavior. The results
showed concurrent associations between higher levels of perceived overprotection and higher levels of internalizing problems,
antisocial behaviors, and (after controlling for parental warmth and rejection) lower levels of academic achievement. Perceived
overprotection was positively associated with decreased internalizing problems over time. This longitudinal association
disappeared after controlling for baseline levels of internalizing problems, suggesting that this result was less robust than
expected. Mothers and fathers did not differ in their associations between perceived overprotection and (mal)adaptive
functioning. The findings showed that perceived overprotection is mainly concurrently associated with (mal)adaptive
adolescent functioning. Future research recommendations are discussed in terms of stability and bidirectional relations.
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Introduction

It is well-established that parental involvement, support, and
protection are related to better wellbeing in adolescents
(Khaleque, 2013). Some parents apply such high levels of
protection (i.e., overprotection), that it no longer fits with the

developmental needs of the child (Bernstein & Triger 2010).
Overprotection is theorized to have lasting harmful effects
throughout a child’s life, as it may insufficiently prepare
adolescents for adulthood through an undermined develop-
ment of autonomy and feelings of competence (Ungar, 2009).
Currently, there is limited research available on the long-term
effects of overprotection on adolescent well-being (De Roo
et al., 2022). Moreover, some studies report positive asso-
ciations between too supportive, protective parenting practices
and adolescent functioning (e.g., Fingerman et al., 2012),
raising the question whether overprotection may relate to
better functioning in adolescents, especially for specific
domains of functioning. Longitudinal studies, differentiating
between fathers and mothers, and including both adaptive and
maladaptive outcomes of adolescent functioning may explain
the heterogeneity of results between studies, but are currently
lacking. This preregistered longitudinal study investigates
associations between maternal and paternal perceived over-
protection in early adolescence (mean age 11) and the
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development of (mal)adaptive psychological, academic, and
social functioning throughout adolescence (11 to 16 years).

Parental Overprotection and (Mal)Adaptive
Adolescent Functioning

Adolescence, referring to the transition from childhood to
adulthood, has often been depicted as a period of “storm and
stress” (Arnett, 1999); a stage in which many psychological,
social, biological, and cognitive developmental changes
happen as a result of, for example, increasing mood instability
(Maciejewski et al., 2017), or increasing autonomy (Galam-
bos & Costigan, 2003). These changes may have significant
implications for different aspects of adolescent development.
For example, throughout adolescence, levels of psychological
problems, such as internalizing problems, generally tend to
increase (Lunetti et al., 2022). Research on social behaviors is
less consistent. Antisocial behavior in general shows a peak in
mid-adolescence as a result of increasing participation in risk-
taking activities (Moffitt, 2006), however, specific antisocial
behaviors, such as physical aggression, have been found to
decrease throughout adolescence (Bongers et al., 2003).
Research on the development of prosocial behavior reported
decreases, increases or no changes throughout adolescence
(Carlo et al., 2015). On the academic level, different devel-
opmental factors, for example school stage (transition from
educational levels) (Martin et al., 2015), have been suggested
to be related to decreases in academic achievement. Specifi-
cally, adolescents may experience the changes in social and
learning environment, teachers, and friends as stressful, which
may negatively affect their academic motivation and perfor-
mances (Martin et al., 2015).

Together with certain transitions that take place (i.e., mov-
ing to secondary education), adolescence is characterized by a
growing desire for autonomy and independence. Over time,
adolescents become more independent of their parents during
adolescence as they spend an increasing amount of time out-
side the family context (separation-individuation theory; Blum,
2004). An autonomy supportive environment allows adoles-
cents to grow, to curiously explore their environment and
pursue activities that provide challenge and satisfaction (Soe-
nens et al., 2010). In this way, basic psychological needs of
adolescents (such as autonomy, competence, and relatedness)
are fulfilled, which promotes adolescents’ well-being on var-
ious domains of functioning, including psychological, aca-
demic, and social functioning (Self-Determination Theory;
Ryan & Deci, 2002). The effects may be lasting, as better
functioning on these domains allows adolescents to develop
skills that are required for success in adulthood (National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, & Medicine, 2020).

Overprotection may negatively affect various domains of
adolescent functioning through hampering adolescents’ need
for autonomy and feelings of competence. In this study,

overprotection is defined as overprotective, anxious parenting
with a tendency for control attempts (Young et al., 2013).
Overprotective parents try to ensure their child’s safety and
well-being by being excessively involved in their child’s
daily activities and experiences (De Roo et al., 2022).
Regarding psychological functioning, as parental autonomy
granting and support for independence facilitates self-efficacy
and confidence (McLeod et al., 2007), overprotection may
diminish adolescents’ self-efficacy and coping behaviors,
thereby increasing psychological problems, such as inter-
nalizing problems (Segrin et al., 2013). In terms of academic
functioning, autonomy limiting parenting behaviors may
hamper adolescent’s own successful time management and
decision-making (Lareau, 2011), and reduce intrinsic moti-
vation and increase extrinsic motivation (Schiffrin et al.,
2014). Moreover, social functioning may be negatively
affected by overprotection. Overprotective parents tend to be
more anxious that something will happen to their child and
consequently limit their child’s autonomy by forbidding them
to do things that their peers are allowed to do (Markus, 2003).
In this way, overprotection may elicit more difficulties within
peer-relationships, because these adolescents get less oppor-
tunities to independently develop healthy relationships. In
turn, adolescents may show less positive social behaviors
towards their peers, such as prosocial behaviors (i.e., helping,
sharing and comforting; Eisenberg et al., 2015). Over-
protection (through prohibition and disapproval of friend-
ships) could also be linked to negative social behaviors, such
as antisocial behavior (e.g., Keijsers et al., 2012). Together, a
large amount of empirical studies support the above-
mentioned notion that overprotection may hinder psycholo-
gical, academic, and social functioning in adolescents.

Drawing on the background of positive psychology, the
Two-Continua Model of Keyes (Keyes, 2014) stresses that
the absence of problems is not equivalent to better func-
tioning. Rather, functioning refers to a multidimensional
concept of “a state of complete physical, mental and social
functioning” (World Health Organization, 2006) based on
two dimensions: The absence or presence of negative out-
comes and the absence or presence of positive outcomes. A
better picture of overall functioning is retrieved by exam-
ining the wide range of maladaptive and adaptive dimen-
sions of functioning (Arslan et al., 2021; Westerhof &
Keyes, 2010). Hence, this study will address adolescent
functioning in terms of maladaptive (i.e., internalizing
problems, antisocial behavior) and adaptive (i.e., academic
achievement, prosocial behavior) functioning.

One open question in the literature is whether over-
protection might in fact also be related to better functioning,
especially for adolescents’ academic functioning. A small
proportion of studies found that sometimes too much par-
ental support, involvement or protection were related to
positive functioning, such as better academic achievement
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and more motivation at school (e.g., Fingerman et al.,
2012). Different explanations have been suggested for these
positive associations. For instance, helicopter parenting
(i.e., overinvolved, overprotective parenting) can occur
within warm or highly controlled family contexts, and parts
of associations between helicopter parenting and child
adjustment may be explained by the level of other positive
or negative parenting behaviors that children experience
(Rote et al., 2020). In this study it will be taken into account
that overprotection may be differentially related with ado-
lescent functioning when the level of parental warmth and
rejection are accounted for.

Mothers’ and Fathers’ Overprotection

There is an ongoing debate on whether mothers and fathers
are different or similar in their parenting roles (Majdandžić
et al., 2018). Some scholars state that mothers and fathers
are generally assumed to differ in their input and con-
tributions to their child’s development (Paquette, 2004).
Fathers may have more of a function of opening children to
the outside world through physical and challenging play,
while mothers are more care-oriented and soothing. Other
scholars argue that mothers’ and fathers’ parenting roles do
not differ from each other (Fagan et al., 2014). A recent
systematic review on overprotection suggested that there
may be differences in associations between maternal and
paternal overprotection and adolescent maladaptive func-
tioning, as the effects of maternal overprotection were larger
compared to paternal overprotection (De Roo et al., 2022).
These studies predominantly focused on maladaptive
functioning. As such, it remains an open question whether
effects of maternal and paternal overprotection differ with
regard to adaptive functioning.

Current Study

Through a multidimensional approach with a focus on both
maladaptive and adaptive adolescent functioning, addressing
overprotection of both fathers and mothers, this study aims
to better understand some of the heterogenous findings on
how overprotection relates to adolescent functioning. This
preregistered three-wave study examined the longitudinal
relation between maternal and paternal overprotection (as
perceived by adolescents) and the development of psycho-
logical functioning (represented by internalizing problems),
academic functioning (represented by academic achieve-
ment), and social functioning (represented by prosocial
behavior and antisocial behavior) in adolescents. The first
research question entailed how levels of mothers’ and
fathers’ perceived overprotection at age 11 are related to (a)
the initial level of and (b) the change in adolescent outcomes

from age 11 to 16. Perceived overprotection is expected to be
related to higher initial levels of internalizing problems
(hypothesis 1a), lower initial levels of prosocial behavior
(hypothesis 2a), and higher initial antisocial behaviors
(hypothesis 3a) as well as stronger increases in internalizing
problems (hypothesis 1b), stronger decreases in prosocial
behavior (hypothesis 2b), and stronger increases in antisocial
behavior (hypothesis 3b) between age 11 to 16. No a priori
hypotheses were formulated regarding academic achieve-
ment. The second research question pertained to the
exploration of parental gender differences in the associations
between perceived overprotection and (a) the initial level of
and (b) the change in adolescent outcomes. This was
answered without a priori hypotheses. This study was pre-
registered at the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/
r65ns/?view_only=02eb52d59001476ab61fcf63041fd9eb).

Methods

Participants and Procedure

Participants were selected from a Dutch multidisciplinary,
multi-wave, and multi-informant prospective cohort study:
TRAILS (TRacking Adolescents’ Individual Lives Survey)
(Oldehinkel et al., 2015). Participants were initially selected
from five municipalities in the north of the Netherlands (both
urban and rural areas). Simultaneously, primary schools
were approached. Participants were included when their
schools were willing to participate in the study. Adolescents
filled out the questionnaires at school, under supervision of
research assistants. Teachers also filled out several ques-
tionnaires about these adolescents. Parents filled out ques-
tionnaires and were interviewed by research assistants.
Detailed information about the study and data collection
procedures can be found in previous manuscripts (Old-
ehinkel et al., 2015; Ormel et al., 2012).

In the current paper, the first three of six waves of the
ongoing study were used: Time 1 (T1; 2001–2002;
Mage= 11.11, SDage= 0.56), Time 2 (T2; 2003–2004;
Mage= 13.57, SDage= 0.53), and Time 3 (T3; 2005–2007;
Mage= 16.28, SDage= 0.71). The total sample in this study
consisted of 2229 participants (50.7% girls), with different
sample sizes based on different time points and measures
(see Table 1). The smallest effect size of interest (SEOI)
was 0.10 (according to Cohen’s rules of thumb). To detect
such small effects, with 80% power (two-tailed, alpha=
0.05) we needed a minimum of 779 participants. Hence, the
dataset was sufficiently powered to find small effects.

In terms of parental educational level, 6.8% of the
mothers and 5.7% of the fathers had a low education level
(finished elementary education), 66.4% of the mothers and
59.1% of the fathers had a medium educational level

1012 Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2023) 52:1010–1023

https://osf.io/r65ns/?view_only=02eb52d59001476ab61fcf63041fd9eb
https://osf.io/r65ns/?view_only=02eb52d59001476ab61fcf63041fd9eb


(finished lower or higher tracks of secondary education),
and 26.8% of the mothers and 35.2% of the fathers were
highly educated (finished senior vocational education or
university). Of the total sample, 74.2% of the parents were
married and lived together, 13.1% were divorced, 8.3%
were never married, 1.4% were widowed, and 1.0% was
married but did not live with their spouse. In total 89.4% of
the sample consisted of adolescents from which both par-
ents were born in the Netherlands, and for 10.6% at least
one parent was born in another country than the Netherlands
(i.e., Turkey, Morocco, Suriname, Netherlands Antilles,
Indonesia or Maluku, or another country).

Measures

Perceived Overprotective Parenting

Adolescents reported overprotectiveness of their mothers
and fathers at age 11 (T1) through the overprotection sub-
scale of the short version of the Egna Minnen Beträffande
Uppfostran (My Memories of Upbringing) for Children
(EMBU-C) (Markus, 2003). The 12 items on the over-
protection scale cover fearful, anxious, guilt engendering,
and intrusive parenting behaviors (e.g., “Does your mother/
father forbid you to do things that your classmates are

allowed to do because they are afraid of something hap-
pening to you?”). The items were rated on a four-point scale
(ranging from 1=No, never to 4= Yes, always), for
mothers and fathers separately. Cronbach’s alphas in this
sample were 0.70 for mothers and 0.71 for fathers. Sufficient
support for the factorial and construct validity of the EMBU-
C has been established (Markus, 2003), also using the
TRAILS data (Deković et al., 2006). The one factor struc-
ture for mothers’ and fathers’ perceived overprotection that
was demonstrated in earlier studies (e.g., Aluja et al., 2006)
was replicated in this sample (see Supplementary Material 1
for the results of the Confirmatory Factor Analyses).

Internalizing Problems

Adolescents reported on their own internalizing problems
with the Youth Self-Report (YSR; Achenbach and Rescorla,
2001) completed at all three assessments (T1 to T3). A total
score of internalizing problems was constructed by taking the
mean scores of all items on the following three scales:
anxious/depressed behavior (13 items; e.g., “I feel worth-
less”), withdrawn/depressed behavior (8 items; e.g., “I would
rather be alone than with others”), and somatic complaints (10
items; e.g., “I feel overtired”). Adolescents rated each item as
0 (not true), 1 (somewhat/sometimes true), or 2 (very/often

Table 1 Descriptives and
Correlations for the Measures of
Interest

M(SD) Range N a Overprotection Adolescent
Functioning

T1 T1 T2

Overprotection (T1) 1.86(0.38) 1.00–3.50 2205

Internalizing Problems (T1) 0.36(0.24) 0.00–1.42 2201 0.30**

Internalizing Problems (T2) 0.33(0.24) 0.00–1.48 2093 0.17** 0.50**

Internalizing Problems (T3) 0.32(0.25) 0.00–1.71 1660 0.14** 0.41** 0.59**

Academic Achievement (T1) 3.62(0.90) 1.00–5.00 1918 −0.08**

Academic Achievement (T2) 3.32(0.78) 1.00–5.00 1469 −0.05 0.33**

Academic Achievement (T3) 3.18(0.75) 1.00–5.00 891 −0.02 0.22** 0.38**

Prosocial Behavior (T1) 3.35(0.67) 1.18–5.00 1927 −0.08**

Prosocial Behavior (T2) 3.23(0.64) 1.36–5.00 1391 0.01 0.38**

Prosocial Behavior (T3) 3.22(0.67) 1.27–5.00 901 0.03 0.35** 0.32**

Antisocial Behavior (T1) 0.35(0.37) 0.00–2.88 2206 0.17**

Antisocial Behavior (T2) 0.29(0.33) 0.00–2.72 2084 0.10** 0.54**

Antisocial Behavior (T3) 0.23(0.30) 0.00–3.12 1657 0.16** 0.37** 0.50**

Covariates

Rejection (T1) 1.48(0.31) 1.00–3.47 2205 0.43**

Warmth (T1) 3.21(0.50) 1.17–4.00 2206 0.17**

SES (T1) −0.05(0.80) −1.94–1.73 2187 −0.09**

Age Adolescent (T1) 11.11(0.56) 10.01–12.58 2229 −0.01

a At T1, the primary school teacher reported on academic achievement and prosocial behavior. At T2 and
T3, the mentor filled out the questionnaires as the adolescents have different teachers in secondary school.
Hence, response rates for these measures differed throughout the measurement waves, with more missing
cases at T2 and T3
**p < 0.01
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true). Cronbach’s alphas in this sample were 0.87 (T1), 0.88
(T2), and 0.89 (T3). The YSR was found to be adequately
valid and reliable (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001).

Academic Achievement

Teachers rated adolescents’ achievement (grades), work pace
(e.g., “The student shows good work pace”), and effort (e.g.,
“The student shows good effort”), by means of five items in
T1 and nine items in T2 and T3. This teacher questionnaire
was developed for TRAILS. The different number of included
items in the different waves accommodate for the different
number of subjects in the Dutch school system in T1 com-
pared to T2 and T3. The questionnaire was filled out by the
primary school teacher at T1, and the secondary school tea-
cher (“mentor”) at T2 and T3. Generally, a mentor also tea-
ches a specific subject, but is assigned to a specific class to
keep track of the student’s progress and to provide guidance
through additional class hours. Exploratory factor analyses in
earlier work on the same dataset (Sijtsema et al., 2014)
demonstrated one-factor structures with factor loadings above
0.66 and indicated the use of the instrument for longitudinal
analyses. Mean scores on the items were calculated. Cron-
bach’s alphas in this sample were 0.85 (T1), 0.90 (T2), and
0.90 (T3) and are comparable to previous TRAILS studies
(e.g., Verboom et al., 2014).

Prosocial Behavior

At T1, T2, and T3, teachers (or mentors) rated adolescents’
prosocial behavior with the Prosocial Behavior Questionnaire
(PSBQ) which consisted of eleven items from an earlier
prosocial behavior questionnaire (Tremblay et al., 1992) and
four items from another study on solidarity (Lindenberg et al.,
1998). Teachers rated each item (e.g., “Shows sympathy for
someone who has made a mistake”) on a five-point scale
(ranging from 1=Never to 5= Always). Mean scores on
the items were calculated. Cronbach’s alphas in this sample
were 0.93 (T1), 0.92 (T2), and 0.93 (T3), comparable to
previous TRAILS studies (e.g., Veenstra et al., 2008).

Antisocial Behavior

Adolescents rated their own antisocial behavior on an
adapted version of the Antisocial Behavior Questionnaire
(ASBQ; Moffit & Silva, 1988) at T1, T2, and T3. The
ASBQ consisted of 26 items measured at T1 to T3. Ado-
lescents rated each item (e.g., “Have you ever hit someone
at school?”) on a five-point scale (ranging from 0= Never
to 4= 7 times or more). Mean scores on the items were
calculated. Cronbach’s alphas in this sample were 0.86
(T1), 0.85 (T2), and 0.86 (T3), comparable with previous
TRAILS studies (e.g., Sentse et al., 2010).

Covariates

Several covariates (background family, background adoles-
cent, and parenting constructs) were included in the analyses
(see Supplementary Material 2, Table 1 for bivariate corre-
lations between the covariates and adolescent functioning
outcomes). Background information about the family and
the adolescent, were added as covariates in the main and
sensitivity analyses. Background family information (socio-
economic status, marital status) was measured through the
parent interviews at T1. Family socio-economic status (SES)
was measured as the z-standardized mean score of mothers’
and fathers’ occupational position (based on the Interna-
tional Standard Classification for Occupations; Ganzeboom
& Treiman, 1996), educational attainment, and family
income. The Cronbachs alpha for this scale in this sample
was 0.84. Adolescent background information (sex, age, and
immigration background as in having parents with a native
Dutch or an immigrant background) was measured through
self-reports at T1.

The parenting constructs Warmth and Rejection were
included as covariates in the sensitivity analyses. Adoles-
cents rated maternal and paternal warmth (e.g., “Does your
mother/father make it obvious that they love you?”) and
rejection (e.g., “Is your mother/father sometimes harsh and
unkind to you?”) at T1 using the subscales Warmth (18
items) and Rejection (17 items) of the EMBU-C (Markus,
2003). Cronbach’s alphas in this sample indicated good
reliabilities: 0.91 (mothers) and 0.91 (fathers) for Warmth,
and 0.84 (mothers) and 0.84 (fathers) for Rejection.

Missing Data

In the preregistration, information is provided regarding how
the sample size and all measures in the study were deter-
mined. All available data (on T1–T3) of the variables of
interest was used. To assess the missing data patterns
(see Table 1 for amount of missingness) among the study
variables and background variables, we computed Little’s
Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) test (χ2(1541,
N= 2229)= 2136.60, χ2/df= 1.38). As the chi-square test is
quite sensitive to sample size, the normed (or relative)
approach was applied by dividing the chi-square by the df
(Kline, 2016). Even though there is no strict consensus, when
this NC (normed chi-square) is below 3 the data and the
model (here MCAR) are matching. Thus, with chi/df < 3 the
data were missing completely at random and the full infor-
mation maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation (Schafer,
1997) was applied to include all available data in the analyses.
Moreover, all available demographic variables were included
in the models as correlates, which is considered as the most
effective method in reducing parameter biases in model fit
(Graham, 2003) by optimizing the FIML procedure.
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Analyses

To answer the research questions as preregistered, we per-
formed Latent Growth Curve Modeling (Duncan & Duncan,
2004). Data were analyzed in Mplus 8.5 (Muthén & Muthén,
2017). An intercept and linear slope were estimated per
outcome measure. These latent growth factors were corre-
lated with perceived overprotection at T1 to test hypotheses 1
to 3 (using a statistical model for internalizing problems
illustrated in Fig. 1). The correlation between fathers’ and
mothers’ perceived overprotection was >0.70 (r= 0.80). To
address multicollinearity issues, the analyses for research
question 1 were performed with a composite (combined)
variable for perceived overprotection of father and mothers.

To answer research question 2, multigroup multivariate
latent growth analyses were performed with perceived over-
protection by mothers and fathers. With chi-square model fit
comparisons, the overall model fit was compared when both
paths from perceived overprotection to the intercept and the
slope factor of adolescent functioning were freely estimated
and constrained to be equal. Differences between the paths of
mothers and fathers were confirmed in case of significant
difference in fit between the models. Each individual path (to
the intercept factor and to the slope factor) was also tested
separately to examine parent gender differences more closely.
Child and family background characteristics were included as
covariates in the models by estimating regression paths with
the intercept and slope factors of the outcomes. Sensitivity
analyses were performed for research question 1 and research

question 2 (as preregistered) by adding the subscales Warmth
and Rejection from the EMBU-C.

Because perceived overprotection, internalizing pro-
blems, and antisocial behavior were non-normally dis-
tributed, Maximum Likelihood with Robust standard errors
(MLR) was used. Overall fit of each model was determined
by the chi-square (χ2), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), and the Root Mean Square Error
of Approximation (RMSEA). A good model fit is indicated
by CFI and/or TLI values close to 0.950 and not below
0.900, and/or RMSEA values below 0.080 (Brown, 2004).

Hypotheses were confirmed if the regression paths from
perceived overprotection to the intercept and/or slope fac-
tors of each outcome were significant on a p value of < 0.05.
In terms of effect sizes, standardized effects were inter-
preted as suggested by Cohen and expanded by Sawilowsky
(2009) (0.01 and lower: very small effect; 0.01–0.20: small
effect; 0.20–0.50: medium effect; 0.50–0.80: large effect,
0.80–1.20: very large effect, 1.20–2.00: huge effect). With
regard to the slope factors, SD change per measurement (T)
was used as an indicator of effect size Cohen’s d.

Results

Descriptive information and correlations are presented in
Table 1. All univariate linear growth models had sufficient
to excellent fit (all models were RMSEA < 0.08, CFI >
0.935, TLI > 0.806; Supplementary Material 2, Table 2).
Between ages 11 and 16, mean levels of adolescents’ self-
reported internalizing problems and antisocial behaviors,
and teacher-reported academic achievement and prosocial
behavior decreased (Table 2), but effect sizes were small.
The significant variances around the intercept and slope
factors (except for prosocial behaviors) indicated differ-
ences between individuals in their initial levels and rates of
change which allowed us to continue with multivariate
models (Duncan & Duncan, 2004) in which the intercept
and slope factors (for all but prosocial behaviors) were
regressed on parental perceived overprotection (Fig. 1).

Parental Perceived Overprotection and Adolescent
Functioning

To answer research question 1, parental perceived over-
protection was added as predictor of the estimated intercept
(T1 level) and slope (rate of change) of the outcomes1. All
models showed a good fit (all models were RMSEA < 0.04,

Fig. 1 Research question 1: Multivariate latent growth model of per-
ceived parental overprotection and (the intercept and slope factor of)
adolescent internalizing problems. T time. Numbers along the arrows
represent factor loadings. H hypothesis

1 Because the slope variance of prosocial behavior was not significant,
only the path from perceived overprotection to the intercept factor of
prosocial behavior was included in the models (and the slope factor
was constrained to zero).
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CFI > 0.961, TLI > 0.884; Supplementary Material 2,
Table 2). As hypothesized (hypothesis 1a), higher parental
perceived overprotection was concurrently related to higher
initial levels of internalizing problems (Table 3; medium
effect; see Fig. 2 for a visualisation of this result). With
regard to change, perceived overprotection was associated
to an unexpected (hypothesis 1b) stronger decrease in
internalizing problems over time (medium effect). For fur-
ther exploration (not preregistered), in supplementary sen-
sitivity analyses, it was assessed whether this result could
have been caused by regression to the mean with regard to
internalizing problems. To test this, the slope factor of
internalizing problems was regressed on the intercept factor
(model showed good fit indices: RMSEA= 0.03[90%
CI= 0.02, 0.05], CFI= 0.990, TLI= 0.971). The associa-
tion between higher levels of perceived overprotection and
decreases in internalizing problems over time was no longer
significant (β=−0.06, p= 0.174). In additional analyses
adolescent sex differences in initial levels and development
of internalizing problems2 and their associations with per-
ceived overprotection at T1 were explored. Significant
group differences were found for the intercept and slope of
internalizing problems (Supplementary Material 2, Table 5).
Girls showed higher initial levels of internalizing problems
than boys. Girls and boys significantly differed in their
development of internalizing problems and antisocial
behavior. The negative mean slope of internalizing pro-
blems was only significant in boys, indicating that the
decrease in internalizing problems was only observed in
boys. No significant group differences were retrieved
when comparing the overall model fit of the models.

However, constraining the relation between perceived
overprotection and the intercept factor of the outcomes
yielded significant group differences: the relation between
higher initial levels of perceived overprotection and higher
initial levels of internalizing problems was stronger in girls
than in boys. No adolescent sex differences were found
when constraining the individual pathway from perceived
overprotection to the slope factor of internalizing problems.

Perceived overprotection was not related to initial levels or
the rate of change in adolescents’ academic achievement (no a
priori hypotheses), or prosocial behaviors (hypothesis 2a
and 2b). Finally, perceived overprotection was positively
related with initial levels (small effect; hypothesis 3a), and not
related to the change (hypothesis 3b) of antisocial behavior.

Preregistered sensitivity analyses in which parental warmth
and rejection were controlled for (all models showed a good
fit, see Supplementary Material 2, Table 3), demonstrated
similar results for the association between perceived over-
protection and (initial levels and change in) adolescent inter-
nalizing problems (hypothesis 1a), but a somewhat different
pattern for the other outcomes (Table 3). After controlling for
warmth and rejection, higher perceived overprotection was
related to lower initial levels of academic achievement (small
effects). Perceived overprotection was no longer related to
initial levels and change in antisocial behavior (hypothesis
3a). Supplementary Material 2, Table 4, shows the regression
coefficients covariates warmth and rejection and initial levels
and development of the outcomes from the main models with
perceived overprotection. Rejection and, mostly, warmth were
significantly related to the initial levels and development of
almost all adolescent outcomes.

Parental Gender Differences

To answer research question 2, multigroup multivariate
latent growth analyses were performed in which mothers
and fathers were compared in their pathways between
perceived overprotection and the estimated intercept and
the slope of the outcomes. All models showed a good fit
(Supplementary Material 2, Table 2). No significant group
differences were retrieved when comparing the overall

Table 2 Parameter Estimates of the Intercept and Slope Factors for the Linear Growth Models

Intercept Slope Intercept-Slope Correlation

Model M(SE) s2(SE) M(SE) s2(SE) Effect sizea r

Internalizing Problems 0.36(0.01)*** 0.04(0.003)*** −0.03(0.003)*** 0.01(0.001)*** −0.15 −0.33***

Academic Achievement 3.59(0.02)*** 0.29(0.04)*** −0.24(0.02)*** 0.06(0.02)* −0.45 −0.54***

Prosocial Behavior 3.34(0.01)*** 0.18(0.03)*** −0.09(0.01)*** 0.001(0.02) −0.21 −0.97

Antisocial Behavior 0.35(0.01)*** 0.09(0.01)*** −0.06(0.004)*** 0.01(0.01)** −0.20 −0.61***

a Estimated effect size of change per measurement interval (years); expressed in terms of slope/SDintercept, analogues to Cohen’s D change
(medium= 0.50, small= 0.20)
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01;. ***p < 0.001

2 In additional analyses adolescent sex differences were investigated
regarding initial levels and development of the subtypes of inter-
nalizing problems (anxious problems, affective problems, somatic
complains) (see Supplementary Material 2, Table 6). Significant group
differences were found for the intercept and slope factors of all three
subtypes. Girls showed higher initial levels of anxious problems,
affective problems, and somatic problems, compared to boys. Girls
showed an increase in anxious problems, and affective problems,
whereas boys showed decreases on these subtypes of internalizing
problems. For somatic problems, girls showed a stronger decrease
than boys.
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model fit of the models (Table 4). When examining each
individual pathway separately, the association between
perceived overprotection and the intercept factor of ado-
lescent functioning did not differ for mothers and fathers.
No parental gender differences were found when con-
straining the individual pathway of perceived over-
protection to the slope factor of adolescent functioning to
be equal.

Sensitivity analyses (all models showed a good fit, see
Supplementary Material 2, Table 3) showed that mothers
and fathers did not differ in their pathways from perceived
overprotection to adolescent functioning, when controlled
for maternal and paternal warmth and rejection. Comparing
overall model fit (paths freely estimated versus constrained)
yielded no significant group differences (Table 4). Mothers
and fathers did not differ in their pathways between per-
ceived overprotection and both the intercept factor as well
as the slope factor of adolescent functioning.

Discussion

Normative developmental changes during adolescence
require that parents relinquish guidance, protection, and
control over their child to promote their child’s healthy
functioning later in life. However, certain levels of pro-
tection may not be developmentally appropriate, and may
frustrate adolescents’ psychological needs and may thus
be detrimental for adolescent functioning on variousTa
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developmental domains. Empirical research demonstrated
that overprotection was concurrently linked to maladap-
tive functioning in adolescents, but longitudinal research
is still scarce (De Roo et al., 2022). As such, this study
contributed to the knowledge on the role of perceived
overprotection in relation to the long-term development of
adolescent functioning.

This preregistered three-wave study among 2229 ado-
lescents examined the contemporary and five-year long-
itudinal associations between fathers’ and mothers’
perceived overprotection and both maladaptive and adaptive
adolescent functioning. Adolescents reporting higher levels
of parental overprotection showed more maladaptive
behaviors (internalizing problems and antisocial behavior)
at age 11. After controlling for parental warmth and rejec-
tion, perceived overprotection was also associated with
lower levels of adaptive functioning (academic achieve-
ment) at age 11, but no longer associated with antisocial
behavior. Except for internalizing problems, parental per-
ceived overprotection was not related to longitudinal
changes in adolescent functioning (antisocial behavior,
prosocial behavior, and academic achievement). This
longitudinal association disappeared after controlling for
baseline levels of internalizing problems, suggesting that
this result was less robust than expected. Moreover, mothers
and fathers showed no differences in their associations
between perceived overprotection and adolescent function-
ing. These key findings, the potential implications, and
directions for future research will be discussed below.

Concurrent Associations Between Perceived
Overprotection and Adolescent Functioning

To yield a more complete picture of adolescent function-
ing, both maladaptive and adaptive outcomes of adolescent

functioning were examined. Altogether, it was found that
at age 11 perceived overprotection was positively related to
maladaptive and, when controlling for related positive and
negative parenting behaviors, negatively related to adap-
tive functioning. As such, this study confirmed many of the
findings of earlier work on overprotection and maladaptive
functioning (De Roo et al., 2022), but also added new
knowledge on overprotection in relation to the under-
studied topic of adaptive functioning in adolescents.

Concurrent associations were average to small, with
strongest effects for internalizing problems. As expected,
adolescents who perceived their parents as overprotective
experienced higher levels of internalizing problems and
displayed more antisocial behaviors. The hypotheses
regarding adaptive functioning were only confirmed after
statistically controlling for related parental behaviors: Per-
ceived overprotection was related to lower levels of aca-
demic achievement when controlled for parental warmth
and rejection. The Self-Determination Theory suggests that
children’s psychological needs (such as autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness) are fulfilled through positive
parenting practices, such as warmth, but not met through
negative parenting practices, such as rejection. Sensitivity
analyses showed that parental warmth and rejection were
related to initial levels and development of adolescents’
psychological, academic, and social functioning. Moreover,
the results showed that the associations between perceived
overprotection and maladaptive functioning were atte-
nuated, and its associations with adaptive functioning were
strengthened when accounting for other positive and nega-
tive parenting behaviors (warmth and rejection). These
findings highlight that accounting for other parenting
behaviors is important, as it may provide additional
knowledge on the extent to which overprotection is related
to adolescent functioning.

Table 4 Parameter Estimates of
the Intercept and Slope Factors
for the Linear Growth Model
and the Regression Paths from
Overprotection to (Mal)
Adaptive Functioning in
Adolescence, for Mothers and
Fathers

Internalizing
Problems

Academic
Achievement

Prosocial
Behavior

Antisocial
Behavior

Δχ2(df)a Δχ2(df)a Δχ2(df)a Δχ2(df)a

Overall Model 0.32(2) 1.24(2) 0.59(1) 0.82(2)

Perceived Overprotection
→ Intercept

0.22(1) 1.04(1) 0.59(1) 0.52(1)

Perceived Overprotection
→ Slope

3.09(1) 0.19(1) N/Ab 0.53(1)

Sensitivity Analyses (with Covariates Warmth and Rejection)

Overall Model 0.23(2) 3.98(2) 1.17(1) 0.05(2)

Perceived Overprotection
→ Intercept

0.01(1) 3.05(1) 1.17(1) 0.03(1)

Perceived Overprotection
→ Slope

0.21(1) 0.28(1) N/Ab 0.004(1)

aComparison of freely estimated model versus constrained model (chi-square difference test)
bBecause the slope variance of prosocial behavior was not significant, the slope variance was constrained
to zero
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Longer-Term Associations Between Perceived
Overprotection and Adolescent Functioning

Between ages 11 and 16, adolescents, on average, showed
lower levels of internalizing problems, academic achieve-
ment, prosocial behavior, and antisocial behavior. Yet, the
effect sizes of the decreases were rather small. Although the
decrease in internalizing problems was unexpected, addi-
tional analyses showed that this decrease was mainly
observed in (all subtypes of) internalizing problems in boys.
Girls showed an increase in anxious and affective problems
over time. These findings are in line with research on sex
differences in internalizing problems throughout adoles-
cence, namely, that internalizing problems from childhood
on continue to increase in girls, but in boys they decline
from adolescence on (Gutman & McMaster, 2020). Inter-
estingly, both boys and girls showed decreases in somatic
problems. It seems that the development of internalizing
problems depended more strongly on the decrease in
somatic problems. Perhaps such problems are more relevant
to internalizing problems in this particular age range than
anxious and affective problems. This possible explanation is
in line with a previous study showing that individual
increases or decreases in internalizing problems depended
on whether age-specific manifestations of internalizing
problems were taken into account, specifically by discard-
ing somatic problems (Petersen et al., 2018).

Theoretically, as overprotection may interfere with ado-
lescents’ development of autonomy, parents’ efforts to protect
a child from adversity, may in fact insufficiently prepare their
children for adulthood (Ungar, 2009). Hence, based on theory
it was expected that overprotection not only had a short-term
impact (e.g., resistance of children), but its effects might last
for years. The findings did not confirm these expectations:
Parental perceived overprotection was found to be only
related to the development of internalizing problems. Unex-
pectedly, higher perceived overprotection at age 11 was
related to a stronger decrease in internalizing problems
throughout adolescence (in both girls and boys). This finding
is in contrast with ample theoretical and empirical evidence
that autonomy limiting parenting, as overprotection entails, is
related to more internalizing problems, especially during
adolescence (McLeod et al., 2007). However, it might be that
the decrease of internalizing problems over time among
adolescents with relatively higher levels of parental perceived
overprotection represents the statistical phenomenon known
as regression to the mean. Thus, this result may reflect that
adolescents who reported high levels of overprotection at T1
also experienced high levels of internalizing problems and
these problems were likely to decrease over time as a result of
regression to the mean. As a sensitivity analysis, this potential
explanation was tested by accounting for the development
of internalizing problems predicted by initial levels of

internalizing problems. Although it is not a common practice
in Latent Growth Curve Analyses, this method allows to
control for the fact that initial levels of internalizing problems
may affect how internalizing problems develop over time and
to address potential regression to the mean (Lord’s Paradox;
Lord, 1967). The initial finding that higher levels of perceived
overprotection were associated with decreases in internalizing
problems over time was no longer significant, suggesting that
this result was less robust than expected.

Longer-term associations were absent for the academic
and social domains of functioning in adolescents. From
early adolescence on, increasingly more time is spent with
friends and at school and adolescents rely more often on
peers for support and advise (Soenens et al., 2019), creating
ample possibilities to grow in the academic and social
domain. Due to the increased influence by peers and school
during adolescence, the strength of associations between
parents’ overprotection and academic and social functioning
might decrease during this life phase.

In general, the findings provide greater support for con-
current associations between perceived overprotection and
adolescent functioning, compared with longitudinal associa-
tions. This might indicate that the consequences of over-
protection for adolescent functioning may be stronger closer
in time and fade out over time (De Roo et al., 2022). The
behavior of the adolescent may have triggered overprotection
in their parents, and as such may explain why concurrent
associations were found but results did not reveal longitudinal
associations. Also, parents may adjust their level of protection
to more age-normative patterns when their relationship with
their child transforms. Most parents gradually relinquish
control and allow an increasing amount of autonomy during
such transitions (Keijsers & Poulin, 2013; Soenens et al.,
2019). Possible fluctuations in the levels of perceived over-
protection of parents over time may have resulted in a lack of
long-term associations as well. A suggestion for future
research is to extend the longitudinal design by adding
repeated measures of perceived overprotection to gain more
insight in how parental overprotection evolves through ado-
lescence and associates with adolescent functioning.

Mothers’ and Fathers’ Perceived Overprotection and
Adolescent Functioning

This study also differentiated between mothers’ and fathers’
perceived overprotection in relation to adolescent functioning.
Mothers and fathers did not differ in their pathways from
perceived overprotection to (mal)adaptive functioning in
adolescents, also when accounting for parental warmth and
rejection. These findings are in contrast to previous studies in
which associations between overprotection and maladaptive
functioning differed in mothers and fathers (e.g., De Roo
et al., 2022). In these studies, parent gender differences were
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explained as possible differences in traditional gender roles in
which mothers may play a more central role in parenting,
compared to fathers (De Roo et al., 2022). Besides the lack of
parent gender differences in the associations, the current study
also found a high correlation between mothers’ and fathers’
perceived overprotection. Overall, these results indicate that
adolescents perceived similar patterns in their parent’s over-
protection, perhaps because in this sample mothers and fathers
both showed relatively high levels of involvement and thus
did not differ much in their gender roles. A recommendation
for future research is to investigate the role of mothers’ and
fathers’ involvement in investigating parent gender differ-
ences in the associations between overprotection and ado-
lescent functioning.

Limitations

Despite a three-wave longitudinal design among 2229
adolescents, and preregistered hypotheses, this study is not
without shortcomings. Perceived overprotection was only
measured at T1, which makes the conclusions of this study
limited to knowledge about the associations of over-
protection measured at T1 with adolescent functioning
assessed at multiple times. T2 and T3 measures of perceived
overprotection would have allowed to yield more insight
into certain longitudinal mechanisms between over-
protection and adolescent functioning. Particularly, it would
have been possible to investigate how perceived over-
protection developed over time and how this development is
associated with different developmental domains. It would
have also been possible to gain insight into whether parents
show overprotective behaviors in reaction to their child’s
behaviors (bidirectionality; Rapee, 1997). Future research,
in which overprotection is repeatedly assessed is needed to
test developmental and bidirectional mechanisms.

Even though multiple informants (adolescents and tea-
chers) for the T3 measures were included, the use of solely
questionnaires could have been strengthened by employing
a multi-method study design. Overprotection was measured
through one source (self-reports) only. Yet, adolescent self-
reports may serve of great significance, as associations
between overprotection and adolescent well-being may
highly depend on the extent to which adolescents actually
feel that their parents are overprotective.

Some methodological and theoretical notions should be
taken into account when interpreting the results of teacher-
reported prosocial behavior and academic achievement.
Between T1 and T2, adolescents transitioned from ele-
mentary school to secondary school. Hence, different tea-
chers reported on adolescents’ prosocial behavior and
academic achievement throughout the study. Primary
school teachers have more opportunities to get to know and
to observe their students, as they are the students’ parttime

or fulltime teacher. The “mentor” in secondary school
(which reported at T2 and T3) meets their students a few
hours per week. Thus, the results may be confounded by the
fact that teachers at T1 differed in their opportunities to
observe adolescents’ social interactions and academic
behaviors compared to the teachers at the later assessments.

A last limitation concerns the generalizability of the
results. A large proportion (approximately 90%) of the
current study sample had a native Dutch background. In
some cultures overprotection may be perceived as less
autonomy-limiting, and more as legitimate involvement
(Liga et al., 2017). Additionally, cultures differ in their
views and expectations of which roles, responsibilities, and
behaviors indicate that an individual has become an adult
(Arnett, 2001). Hence, the study results are to be interpreted
in relation to an individualistic cultural context in which
increased autonomy and independency are considered to be
important criteria for adulthood (Cheah et al., 2010).

Conclusion

Longitudinal research on the role of parental overprotection
in relation to adolescent functioning is limited. By exam-
ining both fathers’ and mothers’ perceived overprotection in
relation to maladaptive and adaptive adolescent function-
ing, this preregistered longitudinal study showed that par-
ental perceived overprotection is mainly concurrently and
negatively related to adolescents’ functioning. Higher per-
ceived overprotection was concurrently related to more
internalizing problems and more antisocial behavior on the
one hand, and lower academic achievement on the other
hand (depending on the exact model). Some of the asso-
ciations disappeared or emerged when adolescents’ per-
ceived warmth and rejection from their parents were taken
into account, underscoring the multidimensionality of
overprotective parenting. Future research using a more
extensive longitudinal design, is needed to explore the
development of parental overprotection and to unravel
bidirectional relations between overprotection and adoles-
cent functioning.
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