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Abstract
The purpose of this exploratory longitudinal study was to examine stability and change of helicopter parenting throughout the first
few years of emerging adulthood and to examine child and parent–child relational factors that might predict helicopter parenting.
Participants included 453 emerging adults from a northwestern city in the United States (51% female, 33% single-parent families)
who participated in a 10-year longitudinal study, with the current study examining ages 19–21. Results revealed that (a) for both
mothers and fathers, helicopter parenting decreased over time, (b) some child and relational factors predicted initial levels of
helicopter parenting, but (c) the findings were somewhat different for mothers and fathers and for daughters and sons. The
findings support the growing understanding that the links between helicopter parenting and child (mal)adjustment are nuanced
and complex. Findings have implications for those who work with parents and young people in trying to promote flourishing
during emerging adulthood.
Keywords
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Researchers have attempted to better understand helicopter parenting in emerging adulthood. Helicopter parenting is when parents do for children what they should developmentally be able to
do for themselves (Hunt, 2008; Padilla-Walker et al., 2019), such
as settling disputes with employers or determining college
majors or classes for emerging-adult children. Although news
media often outline the negative outcomes associated with helicopter parenting, the empirical evidence provides more nuanced
results (e.g., Kelly et al., 2017; Lindell et al., 2017; Nelson et al.,
2015). However, when helicopter parenting is, or is perceived by
emerging adults to be, implemented in a controlling way which
undermines autonomy, results are more consistently associated
with negative outcomes (e.g., Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012).
Most of the existing work, however, has employed crosssectional designs and is, therefore, limited in understanding the
trajectory of helicopter parenting over time. Further, few studies
have attempted to examine factors that may elicit helicopter parenting. Therefore, the 2-fold purpose of this exploratory examination was to examine (1) stability and change of helicopter
parenting throughout the first few years of the transition to adulthood and (2) child and parent–child relational factors that predict
helicopter parenting in emerging adulthood.

Family Systems Theory and Family
Life-Course Perspective
Family Systems Theory suggests that the family provides an
environment within which individual members are impacted

by and impact each other as an interconnected set (or system)
of relationships. Relatedly, a Family Life-Course Perspective
suggests that the trajectories of family members are interdependent such that there is a consistent interplay between the individual development of, in this case, emerging-adult children
and other family members (Aquilino, 2006; Elder, 1994).
These theoretical lenses suggest that family relationships
change over time as a function of the development of individuals in a family, and, simultaneously, life trajectories of family
members are influenced by changes in family relationships
over time.
The initial years of emerging adulthood present a time of
rather dramatic and novel life transitions (i.e., change) such
as young people leaving the family home and beginning college and/or work. Furthermore, emerging adulthood marks a
period of change in the relationship between emerging adults
and their parents, which, in turn, impacts the trajectory of
emerging-adult children. In sum, these theoretical perspectives
highlight the need to understand the bidirectional processes
involved within family systems. Specifically, it is important
to understand that just as children’s developmental trajectories
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are influenced by their parents’ behaviors (e.g., parenting styles
and practices), parental behaviors are similarly influenced by
aspects of their children (e.g., behaviors parents want to
encourage or stop). Thus, to understand any process in a family
(e.g., helicopter parenting), it is important to understand factors
that may be related to, or even elicit, parental behaviors.

Helicopter Parenting During
Emerging Adulthood
It is well established that when parents support their children’s
developing autonomy, better outcomes exist such as overall
adjustment (Rodrı́guez et al., 2019), prosocial behavior (Gerardy et al., 2015), and emotional regulation (Brenning et al.,
2017). Conversely, intrusive and controlling parenting tends
to be associated with more negative adjustment throughout
development (e.g., Nelson et al., 2011; Olsen et al., 2002; Pettit
et al, 1996). There is reason to believe that oversolicitous and
intrusive forms of parenting, such as helicoptering, tends to
be particularly problematic in emerging adulthood as it is a
time during which young people both desire and are working
toward greater self-reliance (e.g., Arnett, 2004). Hence, a major
role of parents during this time is to foster their emerging
adults’ individuation by granting more autonomy to them while
still lending support (Aquilino, 1997, 2006). When parents
begin to interfere with those strivings toward self-reliance by
employing helicopter parenting, it should not be surprising that
problems may emerge in areas such as academics (Luebbe
et al., 2018; Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012; Schiffrin & Liss,
2017), peer relationships (van Ingen et al., 2015), risk behaviors (Nelson et al., 2015), and overall well-being (e.g.,
Bradley-Geist & Olson-Buchanan, 2014; LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011; Segrin et al., 2012), especially for daughters
(Kouros et al., 2017).
It should be noted, however, that recent work has identified
various implementations of helicopter parenting (Luebbe et al.,
2018; Padilla-Walker et al., 2019), with more controlling- and
autonomy-limiting forms being associated with detrimental
child outcomes, while types more indicative of warmth, involvement, or support could be positive (Fingerman & Yahirun,
2016; Nelson et al., 2015), including higher closeness with parents (Kelly et al., 2017; Padilla-Walker et al., 2012) and lower
tuition-related debt (Lowe et al., 2015). Positive and null findings are common among parent-reported helicopter parenting
(Segrin et al., 2013), possibly because the parent does not view
“helping” a child as potentially problematic (i.e., limiting of
autonomy) or simply feels that the benefits of their involvement outweigh the consequences of the lack of autonomy.
However, especially when considering the emerging adults’
perspective, there is growing evidence that helicopter parenting
is linked to indices of floundering in emerging adulthood, especially when it is combined with other forms of control (e.g.,
psychological control; Padilla-Walker et al., 2019) and/or is
lacking in warmth (e.g., Nelson et al., 2015).
Despite numerous contributions, there are a number of limitations within the extant research examining helicopter
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parenting. Notably, most of the work examining helicopter parenting during emerging adulthood has been cross-sectional in
nature which limits our understanding of helicopter parenting
in a number of ways. First, we know very little about the stability and change of helicopter parenting throughout emerging
adulthood. Second, cross-sectional designs preclude the ability
to examine directionality in the relations between helicopter
parenting and indices of adjustment/maladjustment. Specifically, most of the extant cross-sectional work has posited that
helicopter parenting predicts the indices of maladjustment in
young people. However, because family systems consist of
individuals with interconnected lives, there may be characteristics of the individuals (i.e., children and parents) or in the system itself (e.g., home environment, aspects of the parent–child
relationship) that elicit more controlling parenting, but we
know very little about factors (child, parent, or systemic) that
might predict the use or trajectories (stability and change) of
helicopter parenting over time. To address these limitations, the
purpose of this longitudinal study was to examine stability and
change of helicopter parenting throughout the first few years of
emerging adulthood and to examine child and parent–child
relational factors that predict helicopter parenting in emerging
adulthood.

The Current Study
The theoretical lenses of Family Systems Theory and Family
Life-Course Perspective demonstrate that family relationships
change over time as a function of the development of individuals in a family, and, simultaneously, life trajectories of family
members are influenced by changes in family relationships
over time. Emerging adulthood marks a significant period of
transition, wherein parents and emerging adults must navigate
the changing family roles, boundaries, and structures caused by
emerging adults’ need and desires for greater autonomy as they
begin the process of becoming independent adults. This time of
change in the family system might be met with changes in how
parents choose to parent with some starting to grant more and
more autonomy and others attempting to maintain control
through parenting strategies such as helicopter parenting.
Unfortunately, no study has longitudinally examined aspects
of stability and change in helicopter parenting during emerging
adulthood. Thus, the first purpose of the study was to longitudinally examine child-reported rates of helicopter parenting for
both mothers and fathers from the ages of 19–21.
It was hypothesized that helicopter parenting would be
higher early in emerging adulthood, but as emerging adults
begin the process of transitioning into self-reliant, independent
adults, it would be expected that the system would change
accordingly and helicopter parenting would decrease for both
mothers and fathers. This expectation was based on work
examining autonomy granting across development. For example, work shows that parental attempts to limit their children’s
behavioral autonomy tend to decrease across development
(Keijsers & Poulin, 2013), while parental granting of autonomy
tends to increase (Keijsers et al., 2016; see Soenens et al., 2019,
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for a review). Hence, this work would suggest that parents tend
to decrease their efforts at limiting emerging adults’ autonomy,
and, thus, levels of helicopter parenting would be highest early
in emerging adulthood but decline over time.
However, there is reason to expect some differences in the
trajectories of helicopter parenting based on the gender of the
child and the gender of the parent. Evidence shows that mothers tend to overparent more than fathers in emerging adulthood
(Rousseau & Scharf, 2015) and that parents tend to be more
involved, generally, with their daughters than their sons during
emerging adulthood (e.g., Bradley-Geist & Olson-Buchanan,
2014). This work led us to hypothesize that mothers would
engage in higher levels of helicopter parenting than fathers, and
parents of daughters would engage in more helicopter parenting than parents of sons.
The second purpose of the study was to examine child and
parent–child relational factors that predict the trajectories (use,
stability, and change) of helicopter parenting in emerging
adulthood. As noted, the cross-sectional designs employed in
most of the extant research have found associations between
helicopter parenting and various indices of maladjustment.
Most often, the conceptual framework is that helicopter parenting is the causal mechanism in those associations. As noted,
though, Family Systems Theory and Life-Course Perspective
suggest that family processes such as parenting are not unidirectional in nature but instead are influenced by children and the
nature of the parent–child relationship. Hence, we hypothesized that there would be factors that may be related to, or even
elicit, helicopter parenting.
In the case of child factors, parental use of helicopter parenting may be affected by the extent to which parents believe the
emerging-adult children are doing well versus poorly in the
process of transitioning to adulthood. For example, if parents
perceive that their children are wiling away their time (e.g.,
video games), or struggling emotionally (e.g., depression), or
not engaged in productive endeavors (e.g., school, work), then
they may feel the need to become more actively involved,
believing that their assistance will yield some sort of favorable
turning point for their children (Fingerman et al., 2012). Again,
it is important to note that whether or not a behavior is actually
a risk factor for floundering may matter less than whether parents perceive some aspect of their child’s life to be counterproductive (e.g., Mahbod & Fouladchang, 2018) to making
progress toward adulthood. For example, there is debate as to
the extent that video game use is problematic (see Aarseth
et al., 2017) but our own work, emerging from our various
projects and data sets, has repeatedly found video game use
(especially violent video game use) to be linked with indices
of maladjustment (e.g., greater drug and alcohol use;
Padilla-Walker et al., 2010), and negatively related to indices
of adjustment (e.g., empathic concern, prosocial behavior;
Padilla-Walker et al., 2012) in emerging adulthood. More
important than actual findings regarding video game use
though is how parents might see their children’s behavior.
Work by Russell and Johnson (2017) found that parents felt
their sons who spent a lot of time playing video games were
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missing out on aspects of their life due to their gaming and were
not meeting their full potential. It is this perception that video
games use (and other behaviors like it) may be interfering with
their children’s development that may elicit more hovering
behaviors. Taken together, if parents see a behavior as generally harmful (e.g., driving while drunk), or simply counterproductive to doing well in other areas of their life (e.g., academic
performance), mothers and fathers may proactively respond
with more control in an effort to bring about perceived favorable outcomes (Fingerman et al., 2012)
In sum, it was hypothesized that child factors that pose challenges (real or perceived by parents) to flourishing would elicit
more parental overinvolvement whereas child factors indicating well-being would not. To test this hypothesis, a variety of
variables were selected to capture the type of child factors that
parents might respond to out of concern for their child’s wellbeing. Specifically, based on our own work and that of others,
we selected variables that may be perceived as counterproductive or have been found to represent indices of floundering. For
example, our own research shows that those who are floundering in emerging adulthood experience higher levels of depressive symptoms, play more video games, and have more
externalizing problems (e.g., engage in more risky behaviors)
while those who are flourishing experience more selfregulation (Nelson & Padilla-Walker, 2013). Hence, it was
expected that depressive symptoms, externalizing problems,
and symptoms of video game addiction would predict use of
helicopter parenting while self-regulation and school engagement would not.
In regard to aspects of the parent–child relationship that
might elicit helicopter parenting, there is evidence that parental
warmth and/or psychological control are important to examine
when considering helicopter parenting. First, it should be noted
that helicopter parenting, psychological control, and parental
warmth are distinct aspects of parenting but related in important ways. For example, Padilla-Walker and Nelson (2012)
found that helicopter parenting loaded on a separate factor from
both behavioral and psychological control and that helicopter
parenting was not associated with warmth but positively associated with psychological control but not at levels suggesting
complete overlap. In another study examining warmth as a
moderator, it was found that parenting was associated with
lower levels of self-worth and higher levels of risk behaviors
for those emerging adults who reported low levels of maternal
warmth, but not for those reporting high levels of warmth
(Nelson et al., 2015). In other words, they found that helicopter
parenting characterized by warmth did not help their emergingadult children, but it seemed to protect against some of the negative effects of intruding upon young people’s autonomy.
Another study examining profiles of helicopter parenting found
emerging adults whose mothers were average on helicopter
parenting but high on warmth were doing better (e.g., higher
school engagement, less depression) than a group whose mothers were average in helicopter parenting and high in psychological control (Padilla-Walker et al., 2019).
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Taken together, existing work suggests that there may be
some parent–child relationships characterized by parental psychological control in which the intent of helicopter parenting is
to limit autonomy but in other relationships that are characterized by parental warmth the intent of helicopter parenting may
be to show support (Burke et al., 2018; Fingerman & Yahirun,
2016). Thus, it was hypothesized that both parental warmth and
parental psychological control, respectively, as well as relationship quality, would predict initial use of helicopter parenting, but that parental warmth and relationship quality would
predict declines in the use of helicopter parenting over time
(as young people “settle into” emerging adulthood) whereas
parental psychological control would not (as these parents may
simply want to maintain control).

Method
Participants and Procedure
Participants included 453 emerging adults from a northwestern city in the United States who participated in a 10-year
longitudinal study starting at age 11.5 at Wave 1 (51% female,
33% from single-parent families). Over 90% of those who
participated at Wave 1 also participated at Wave 10. Because
helicopter parenting was not measured until Wave 8, which
signified the transition to adulthood for most in the study, in
the current study, we only used data from when children were
in ages 19, 20, and 21. All emerging adults reported on their
mother figure and the majority also reported on their father
figure (n ¼ 401). In terms of ethnicity, 67% of participants
were European American, 11% were African American, and
22% were multiethnic or other ethnicities. At age 19, the
majority of young people (74%) reported attending college
or technical school, 16% indicated not attending college, and
6% reported being in high school or having just graduated
from high school. In regard to living situation, 57% of participants indicated living with parents and 35% reported either
living on campus or in an apartment/house with roommates.
Regarding family income, 18% of parents reported a family
income less than US$40,000 per year, 48% made between
US$40,000 and $US100,000 a year, and 34% made more than
US$100,000 per year.
Upon approval of our institutional review board (Brigham
Young University, study approval number: F18321, study
name: Flourishing Families), data were collected each year
during the summer. For the first five waves of the study, questionnaires were administered in the family home, but Waves 6–
10 were collected using an online survey platform (Qualtrics)
to accommodate children moving out of the home. As each
wave of data included an age range of 4 years, the data for this
study were restructured by age to examine helicopter parenting
profiles when emerging adult children were 19, 20, and 21
years old so that they would have transitioned out of high
school into college or work. Questions about helicopter parenting were not included in the data set until Wave 8 and were
only given to participants if the child had already graduated
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from high school. This resulted in 355 participants at Wave
8, 423 at Wave 9, and 424 at Wave 10 who were given the measure. Data restructuring resulted in a larger proportion of missing data at ages 18 and 21 because not all participants were 18
when they graduated high school and not all participants
reached age 21 before Wave 10. There were not sufficient data
at age 18 on helicopter parenting, so we examined change from
ages 19 to 21.

Measures
Helicopter parenting. Emerging adults reported on mother and
father helicopter parenting at ages 19, 20, and 21 using a 5item helicopter parenting scale asking about the degree to
which their parents made important decisions for them
(Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). Participants answered questions on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all like her) to 5
(a lot like her). Sample questions consisted of “my parent intervenes in settling disputes with my roommates or friends” and
“my parent solves any crisis or problem I might have” (a ¼
.81 to .83).
Self-regulation. The ability to regulate negative emotions and
disruptive behavior and to set and attain goals was assessed
at age 19 using a modified 13-item measure (Novak & Clayton,
2001). Responses ranged from 1 (never true) to 4 (always true).
Sample items included: “I have a hard time controlling my
temper” and “I get distracted by little things.” Higher scores
represent greater ability to regulate negative emotion/behavior
and to reach goals (a ¼ .83).
School engagement. At age 19, emerging adults who were
attending school reported on their own levels of functioning
at school based on a 10-item modified version of a School
Engagement Scale (Fredricks et al., 2004). Sample items
included, “I pay attention in class” and “I am interested in the
work at school” (a ¼ .83). Responses ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with higher scores indicating
greater school engagement.
Depression. Child’s depression was assessed at age 19 using the
20-item self-report Center for Epidemiologial Studies - Depression inventory (CES-D) (Weissman et al., 1980). Participants
responded by rating the degree to which they have experienced
each item in the past week, with a Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (not at all) to 4 (a lot). Sample items included, “I was
bothered by things that usually don’t bother me,” with higher
scores indicate greater depressive symptoms (a ¼ .92).
Externalizing behavior. Participants reported on their own
externalizing behavior at age 19 using 9 items (Barber
et al., 2005) including “I lie or cheat” and “I use alcohol
or drugs.” Participants rated how true each statement was
about them, with responses ranging from 0 (not true) to 2
(often true). Higher scores represented higher levels of
delinquent behavior (a ¼ .72).

Note. Values for child reports of mother are below the diagonal, father above the diagonal.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

—
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Data were examined for univariate and multivariate outliers,
and none were identified. Descriptive statistics and correlations
for all continuous variables are shown in Table 1. Of note, patterns of correlations were somewhat different for the child’s
perception of mother and father helicoptering. To assess the
patterns of missing data, we conducted t tests to determine
whether there were differences on study variables as a function
of whether or not data were missing to some degree or fully
complete. A dichotomous variable was created indicating

Variables

Results
Descriptive and Missing Data Analyses

Table 1. Correlations Between All Continuous Study Variables.

Parent–child relationship quality. Parent–child relationship quality
was assessed at age 19 using 6 items (a ¼ .92) from the Social
Provisions Questionnaire (Carbery & Buhrmester, 1998).
Emerging adults answered questions on a 5-point scale ranging
from 1 (little or none) to 5 (the most) about their relationship
with their mother and father. Sample questions included, “How
often do you turn to this person for support with personal
problems?” and “How happy are you with the way things are
between you and this person?”

6

Parental psychological control. Emerging adult children reported
on mother and father psychological control at age 19 using the
8-item Psychological Control Scale (Barber, 1996). Sample
items included, “My parent interrupts me” and “My parent will
avoid looking at me when I have disappointed her/him.”
Responses ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (very often) with higher
scores indicating a greater degree of maternal and paternal psychological control (a ¼ .90, .91).

.08
.03
.04
.38**
.14*
.25**
—
.11*

7

8

Parental warmth. Participants reported on mother and father
warmth at age 19 using the 5-item warmth/support subscale
of the Parenting Styles and Dimensions Questionnaire–Short
Version (Robinson et al., 2001). Questions included behaviors
indicative of warmth such as, “My mother is responsive to my
feelings and needs” (a ¼ .89, .91). Responses ranged from 1
(never) to 5 (always), with higher scores representing greater
maternal and paternal warmth.

.06
.08
.03
.46**
.17**
—
.25**
.15**

9

10

11

Father
M (SD)

Symptoms of video game addiction. Symptoms of video game
addiction were assessed at age 19 using 11 items (e.g., “Do you
need to spend more and more time and/or money on video
games in order to feel the same amount of excitement?” and
“Over time, have you been spending much more time thinking
about playing video games, learning about video game playing,
or planning the next opportunity to play?”; Gentile, 2009). Participants responded 0 (no), 1 (sometimes), 2 (yes) with “yes” or
“sometimes” considered a symptom of pathological gaming.
Items were summed with higher scores suggesting greater
pathological symptoms. As a frame of reference for interpreting means, the literature generally considers pathological gaming to be present if teens score positive on 6 of the 11 symptoms
on the scale (Gentile, 2009).

3.52 (0.98)
1.81 (0.75)
2.06 (0.92)
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2.03 (0.84)
1.90 (0.80)
1.99 (0.78)
2.93 (0.46)
3.87 (0.67)
1.77 (0.56)
0.39 (0.30)
2.62 (2.32)
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Figure 1. Growth curve of maternal helicopter parenting.

missingness with 0 ¼ no missing data and 1 ¼ at least one
missing data point. We then conducted t tests to determine
whether any study variables differed as a function of missingness. This included 17 t tests in all, none of which were statistically significant, suggesting that data were missing at random.
Missing data were dealt with using Full Information Maximum
Likelihood (FIML) in Mplus, which is recommended for data
that are missing at random or completely at random (Enders &
Bandalos, 2001). Thus, the full sample of 453 adolescents (401
for father-reported data) was used in analyses.

Changes in Helicopter Parenting Over Time
To address the first research question, growth curve analyses at
ages 19, 20, and 21 were conducted using Mplus software, separately for child report of maternal and paternal helicopter parenting. Intercepts and slopes were explored using the MODEL
TEST command to determine whether they differed as a function
of the child’s biological sex. The mother model, w2(1) ¼ 0.58, p
¼ .45, comparative fit index (CFI) ¼ 1.00, root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA) ¼ 0, had both a significant
intercept (I ¼ 2.47, SE ¼ .05, p < .001) and a significant negative
slope (S ¼ .09, SE ¼ .03, p < .01). Exploration as a function of
child sex did not reveal a decrease in model fit when intercept
and slope were constrained to be equal for young men and young
women, so we maintained the single growth curve for the mother
model (see Figure 1). The father model, w2(1) ¼ 2.65, p ¼ .10,
CFI ¼ 0.99, RMSEA ¼ .06, had both a significant intercept (I ¼
2.01, SE ¼ .04, p < .001) and a significant negative slope (S ¼
.07, SE ¼ .03, p < .05). Exploration as a function of child sex
revealed a decrease in model fit when the intercept of paternal
helicoptering was constrained to be equal across young men and
young women (Wald ¼ 12.81, p < .001), but there was no difference when constraining the slope. Analyses revealed higher initial levels of paternal helicopter parenting for young men (I ¼
2.16, SE ¼ .06, p < .001) compared to young women (I ¼
1.90, SE ¼ .05, p < .001; see Figure 2).
Using the MODEL TEST command, we also compared the
single maternal and paternal growth curve to see whether the
intercept or slope differed from one another. Model fit
decreased significantly when the intercept was constrained to
be equal across mothers and fathers (Wald ¼ 101.43, p <
.001). Model fit did not decrease when the slope was constrained to be equal across mothers and fathers. Taken together,

Young Men

Figure 2. Growth curves of paternal helicopter parenting by child
sex.

this suggests that mothers had higher levels of helicopter parenting when their children were at age 19 than did fathers, but
that rates of helicopter parenting decreased similarly over time
for both mothers and fathers.

Predictors of Initial Levels and Change
in Helicopter Parenting
Next we explored variables at age 19 that might be associated with
initial levels and change in helicopter parenting over time. When
exploring multiple group analysis as a function of child gender,
we used the criterion that a drop in CFI > .01 represented significant change as a function of constraints (Little, 2013). We also
used the MODEL TEST command to explore each constraint if
the initial comparison suggested a decrease in model fit when
comparing a fully constrained to a fully unconstrained model.
Given the number of tests conducted, we utilized Benjamini–
Hochberg adjusted p values (Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995).
For the mother model, there was no significant decrease in
model fit when comparing a fully unconstrained model to a
fully constrained model, so we considered child sex only as a
predictor and not a moderator, w2(12) ¼ 5.73, p ¼ .46, CFI
¼ 1.00, RMSEA ¼ .01. Findings revealed that maternal
warmth and maternal psychological control were associated
with higher initial levels of helicopter parenting (see Table 2).
It is of note that this represents only 2 significant covariates of
the 12 considered, and none of the covariates significantly predicted change in helicopter parenting.
For the father model, there was a significant decrease in
model fit when comparing a fully unconstrained model to a
fully constrained model (CFI change from .93 to .85). Thus,
after constraining one path at a time, the best fitting model was
a multiple group model with 5 of the 22 paths left free to vary
as a function of child sex, w2(39) ¼ 39.28, p ¼ .46, CFI ¼ .99,
RMSEA ¼ .01. Those paths included externalizing behavior
and symptoms of video game addiction on the intercept, and
externalizing behavior, warmth, and psychological control on
the slope. Findings suggested that for young women, paternal
warmth was associated with higher initial levels of paternal
helicopter parenting but a steeper decrease over time (see
Table 2). For young men only, symptoms of video game addiction and paternal warmth were associated with higher initial
levels of paternal helicopter parenting. It is of note that this
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Table 2. Child, Parent, and Relational Predictors of Helicopter Parenting.
Mother Helicopter Parenting

Father Helicopter Parenting

Variables

Male
Single parent
Living with parent
College
Self-regulation
School engagement
Depression
Externalizing
Symptoms of video game addiction
Parental warmth
Psychological control
Relationship quality

—

—

Young Women

Intercept

Slope

Intercept

Slope

Intercept

Slope

B (SE)

B (SE)

B (SE)

B (SE)

B (SE)

B (SE)

.06 (.10)
.22 (.13)
.24 (.10)
.05 (.11)
.12 (.12)
.12 (.12)
.06 (.09)
.07 (.16)
.04 (.02)
.25 (.07)*
.29 (.06)**
.12 (.07)

.03 (.07)
.17 (.16)
.02 (.08)
.08 (08)
.07 (.08)
.02 (.08)
.13 (.06)
.24 (.11)
.01 (.02)
.08 (.05)
.02 (.04)
.02 (.04)

.05
.11
.12
.14
.14
.02
.47
.01
.26
.16
.14

—
(.14)
(.09)
(.12)
(.11)
(.10)
(.08)
(.23)
(.03)
(.06)**
(.06)
(.07)

—
.14 (.17)
.06 (.08)
.10 (.09)
.02 (.09)
.01 (.08)
.02 (.06)
.39 (.17)
.02 (.02)
.12 (.05)*
.06 (.06)
.03 (.05)

Young Men

.05
.11
.12
.14
.14
.02
.17
.09
.26
.16
.14

—
(.14)
(.09)
(.12)
(.11)
(.10)
(.08)
(.20)
(.03)**
(.06)**
(.06)
(.07)

—
.14 (.17)
.06 (.08)
.10 (.09)
.02 (.09)
.01 (.08)
.02 (.06)
.24 (.14)
.02 (.02)
.08 (.05)
.11 (.06)
.03 (.05)

Note. Benjamini–Hochberg adjusted p values.
*p < .01. **p < .001.

represents only 2 significant covariates of the 12 considered,
and only one of the covariates significantly predicted change
in helicopter parenting, for young women only.

Discussion
Emerging adulthood is a time during which young people both
desire and are working toward greater self-reliance (e.g.,
Arnett, 2004). Hence, a major role of parents during this time
is to foster their emerging adults’ attempts to develop the attributes of adulthood by granting more autonomy to them while
still lending support. Therefore, parenting that limits child
autonomy may pose problems for healthy adjustment. Unfortunately, due to the cross-sectional nature of most of the existing
work, we know little about trajectories of helicopter parenting
or about factors that may lead some parents to engage in helicoptering parenting. Therefore, results of the current exploratory, longitudinal study make several important contributions
to our understanding of helicopter parenting in emerging adulthood. Specifically, despite the fact that the majority of child
and family factors examined were not related to helicopter parenting, results did provide (a) information regarding the trajectories of helicopter parenting in early emerging adulthood, (b)
tentative evidence that both child and parent–child relational
factors predict helicopter parenting, and (c) indication that the
gender of both parents and emerging adults matter when examining trajectories and predictors of helicopter parenting in
emerging adulthood.

Change in Helicopter Parenting Over Time
First, it is interesting to note that children’s perceptions of helicopter parenting were highest at age 19 but then declined significantly but only slightly over the next few years. Seeing

rates of helicopter parenting that are highest (although not
necessarily “high”) early in emerging adulthood may, from a
systems perspective, reflect a system that is trying to regain a
state of equilibrium in the face of transition. In this reorganization of the family system, a small number of parents (at least
according to their children) may parent their emerging adults
with a level of control that is inappropriate for their ages but
then, in adjusting to the demands of the time period (i.e., children’s desires for autonomy, etc.), levels of helicopter parenting diminish over time.
That being said, overall levels of helicopter parenting were
quite low, with the average somewhere between “not like my
parent” and “somewhat like my parent” for mothers and even
lower for fathers. These levels add to research suggesting that
helicopter parenting generally does not occur at high levels
(despite media attention to the contrary). Indeed, it appears that
most parents recognize it as a time to allow their children to
begin to make more decisions on their own. Also, the initial
low levels of helicopter parenting were then followed by perceived declines of helicoptering over time. These declines were
likewise small in magnitude (e.g., mean levels of maternal helicopter parenting dropped from 2.45 at age 19 to 2.38 at age 21,
which is a drop of only 0.07 on a 1–5 scale, or about 1.8% of the
distance between the scale’s maximum and minimum scores)
but nevertheless reflect a developmentally appropriate
approach to granting young people more autonomy as they
progress through the third decade of life.
It should be noted that although both mothers and fathers
declined in their use of helicopter parenting over the years,
mothers engaged in 9% more helicopter parenting to begin with
than fathers and fathers’ initial levels were 5.3% higher for sons
than daughters. Prior cross-sectional research employing parent
ratings to investigate this trend have found similar results
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(Rousseau & Scharf, 2015), so our findings support the notion
that mothers and fathers differ in their use of control. However,
because the current study employed child reports of parenting
behavior, it is also possible that children simply perceive their
parents’ helicoptering somewhat differently depending on
whether it comes from mothers versus fathers (Schiffrin
et al., 2019). Regardless, the findings point to the need to consider the gender of the parent when considering the stability
and change of helicopter parenting during the transition to
adulthood.
Finally, it is important to note that a discussion of the low
levels of helicopter parenting is not intended to diminish the
fact that some parents may still go too far with their control
by doing for their children what they developmentally should
be doing for themselves. A discussion that focuses on low levels of helicopter parenting and its stability and change based on
the gender of parents and children is simply meant to underscore that the associations between helicopter parenting and
child (mal)adjustment are nuanced and complex. In other
words, we are starting to see a picture that suggests that helicopter parenting does not occur that often and the extent to
which (if at all) it is related to outcomes may depend upon
numerous factors including the gender of the parent, gender
of the child, the presence of parental warmth or other forms
of parental control (e.g., Nelson et al., 2015; Padilla-Walker
et al., 2019), and how it is perceived by emerging-adult children (Schiffrin et al., 2015; Van Ingen et al., 2015).

Child Predictors of Helicopter Parenting
It was hypothesized that child factors would predict the use of
helicopter parenting across the early years of emerging adulthood. Overall, surprisingly few child factors significantly predicted the use of helicopter parenting, but they nonetheless
make several important contributions. First, it appears that
child gender plays an important role. As noted, it was found
that fathers’ initial levels of helicopter parenting were higher
for sons than daughters. Thus, in addition to the necessity to
consider the gender of the parent when examining helicopter
parenting, the findings point to the need to consider the gender
of the child when examining the use of and change in helicopter
parenting.
In order to better understand why fathers appear to hover
over their sons more than their daughters, it may be important
to understand another child factor that significantly predicted
initial levels of helicopter parenting. Specifically, for fathers
of sons, symptoms of video game addiction were linked to
higher initial levels of helicopter parenting. This may be a
response to something that fathers see as counterproductive
to making strides toward adulthood. For example, if parents
perceive that their sons are wiling away their time (e.g., video
game use), then they may feel the need to become more
actively involved. It is important to note that this association
between symptoms of video game addiction and helicoptering
parenting for fathers of sons was the only significant association for video game use and the effect size was small. Indeed,
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with a mean of 2.62 on a scale on which concern over pathological gaming does not exist until a person responds positively
on 6 of the 11 symptoms (Gentile, 2009), there is little to suggest that gaming was a significant problem for the majority of
the sample (although the fact that this variable was selfreported by emerging adults leaves the possibility of underreporting one’s use of video games). Taken together, caution
should be made so as to not overstate one small finding related
to video games. However, we should likewise be careful not to
entirely dismiss it, as evidence shows that parents of emergingadult sons do worry that spending a lot of time playing video
games can interfere with their sons reaching their potential
(Russell & Johnson, 2017), and, thus, video game use may in
fact be a factor (albeit small) to which parents are responding.
More importantly, though, video game use is just one behavior
that might elicit parental concern, so although a singular and
small finding, it may nevertheless point to the need to examine
other possible child behaviors to which parents may respond
out of concern.
With this in mind, it is interesting to note that at the bivariate
level, for fathers, there was a negative correlation between
school engagement and self-regulation and helicopter parenting at Time 1. Whereas perceived negative behaviors may elicit
more parental involvement, these results may provide evidence
that if children are doing well (e.g., self-regulated, engaged in
school), then most parents do not see the need to step in and do
things for their emerging adults.
Taken together, it is possible that some children’s characteristics may influence what parenting strategies parents employ
(e.g., helicopter parenting) and how long they employ them.
Future work is needed to determine whether the choice of how
to respond (e.g., helicopter parenting) is the appropriate
response for the situation (e.g., symptoms of video game addiction), but these findings make important, albeit tentative, contributions by suggesting that parental behavior in emerging
adulthood might be a response to aspects of their children’s
lives.

Parent–Child Relationship Predictors of Helicopter
Parenting
Finally, it is important to note the findings related to parent–
child relationship factors that might predict helicopter parenting. Although the overall quality of the parent–child relationship was not associated with helicopter parenting at any time
point, results found that specific aspects of parenting were
related to helicoptering. Specifically, for mothers, initial levels
of maternal helicopter parenting were positively linked with
maternal warmth and psychological control. For fathers of
young women, warmth was associated with higher initial levels
of helicopter parenting but also greater decreases over time,
whereas for fathers of young men, warmth was associated only
with higher initial levels of helicoptering. These findings
(although small in number and effect size, in that a one-unit
increase in parental warmth or control was associated with a
roughly 0.25 increase in helicopter parenting, which is
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approximately a 5% increase on the 1–5 scale) add to the growing body of research showing that aspects of warmth and psychological control are important to consider in relation to
helicopter parenting. Specifically, the extant work shows that
while helicoptering is a distinct form of parenting in emerging
adulthood (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012), it is related to psychological control and warmth in important ways. For example,
evidence shows that when helicopter parenting is combined
with warmth it is associated with fewer maladaptive outcomes
than when it is combined with psychological control (e.g., Nelson et al., 2015; Padilla-Walker et al., 2019).
The results support the growing notion that helicopter parenting should not be examined in solitude but rather in the
context of other relationship factors. However, much of the
existing work has examined the interaction of helicopter parenting and warmth and psychological control, respectively,
while the present findings suggest that warmth might predict
the use of helicopter parenting over time. Specifically, the
findings add to the evidence showing that parental warmth
and psychological control are related in complex ways to helicopter parenting by revealing that they are related to both its
initial use in emerging adulthood and to its decline over time.
For example, it may be that these findings reflect warm parents who employ helicopter parenting as an attempt to be supportive in the initial stages of their child’s transition to
adulthood but are then very responsive to their child’s need
for autonomy and begin to helicopter less and less. This explanation of the findings is purely speculative but points to the
need for more work that examines how and when warmth
might predict the use of helicopter parenting versus when it
might mediate or moderate the links between helicopter parenting and indices of adjustment and maladjustment in emerging adulthood.

Limitations, Future Directions, and Conclusion
Although this study contributes meaningfully to our understanding of helicopter parenting in emerging adulthood, it is not
without limitations. First, participants were relatively homogeneous in terms of ethnicity and socioeconomic status. Parents
who are struggling financially, or who possess certain expectations for child behavior based on cultural values governing
what should occur in the transition to adulthood, may approach
parenting differently than what was captured in this study.
Future research should continue to explore these questions with
more diverse samples. Second, all of the variables in the study
were child-reported which means findings may have been
influenced by both shared method and shared reporter variance.
Future studies should consider both parent and child perceptions of helicopter parenting and its correlates. It may also be
important for researchers to determine whether helicopter parenting is motivated by the child’s request for more parental
support or by the parent’s desire for control. Both alternatives
are plausible and research has not yet made this distinction.
Next, despite the longitudinal nature of the study, questions
remain regarding causality. Specifically, it is not known
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whether symptoms of video game addiction or helicopter parenting came first at age 19. It is possible that sons could have
retreated into playing video games because their fathers were
so controlling prior to age 18. Hence, the study provides insight
into the stability and change of helicopter parenting across the
early years of emerging adulthood, but work is needed to
understand how child and parenting factors in adolescence
might be related to trajectories of parenting in emerging adulthood. Finally, the study employed only a limited number of
variables to test the theoretical notion that multiple aspects of
the family system influence the use of helicopter parenting.
There are a number of other child (e.g., shyness, assertiveness,
external versus internal motivations) and relational (e.g., communication patterns) factors that need to be examined as well as
parent factors (e.g., personality characteristics, expectations for
children) and other aspects of the familial system (e.g., siblings) that might be playing a role. Nevertheless, the findings
suggest that additional work investigating individual differences is warranted to help us fully understand why this infrequently employed but potentially problematic form of
parenting may be used in emerging adulthood.
Indeed, despite these limitations, this study makes numerous
contributions to our understanding of helicopter parenting in
emerging adulthood. Namely, this is the first study to consider
helicopter parenting over time and illustrates the stability and
change of helicopter parenting throughout the transition to
adulthood. Additionally, this study identifies important child
and relational predictors of helicopter parenting while also
highlighting important null findings. Findings from the study
may be used by educators and clinicians to help families understand individual child and relationship factors which, when
understood, can help parent–child dyads find a balance
between control and support which will strengthen parent–
child relationships and facilitate healthy development of emerging adults. Specifically, those who work with young people
may be able to help emerging adults see that their own choices
and behaviors might be a stimulus for what their parents may
do. This may help them understand that if they want to see a
change in the relationship with their parents that they will need
to be part of that change. Likewise, in working with parents,
educators and clinicians can help parents see that they may
be reacting to their children’s behaviors in ways that make the
situation worse. Helping both young people and parents see the
reciprocal nature of their relationship can help them be more
intentional in what they each, respectively, contribute to the
family system.
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