
To explore the origins and causes of 

overparenting and offer a conceptual model 

for the influence of overparenting within 

youth program settings.

Contemporary normative parenting has 

three dimensions (3): 

•warmth and support shown to a child to 

facilitate an emotional connection (e.g., 

acceptance, affection, involvement, 

nurturance), 

•behavioral control of the child to foster 

mature behavior (e.g., limit setting, 

supervision, reasoning about consequences), 

and 

•autonomy granting (e.g., independence, 

self-governance) to promote emotional and 

psychological self-reliance.

Non-normative, yet effortful parenting has 

been described using a variety of terms, 

including: helicopter parenting (4, 5) intrusive 

parenting (6), over-protective parenting (7, 8, 

9), oversolicitous parenting (10), lawnmower 

parenting (11, 5), overly effortful parenting 

(11), and overparenting (11, 12). 

Overparents are generally high on support 

and control, and low in autonomy granting 

(4). Overparenting may exist along a 

continuum between authoritative, 

authoritarian, and indulgent parenting (6). 

Parents display a combination of styles; 

demonstrating overparenting in one aspect 

of their child’s life (rock climbing) and not in 

another aspect (academics) (4). 

P U R P O S E MODELING 

OVERPARENTING
O V E R PA R E N T I N G ,  

P E R C E I V E D  R I S K S ,  

A N D  O U T D O O R  

R E C R E AT I O N

D I S C U S S I O N
With practically all overparenting research 

examining parenting within the context of 

clinical or higher education settings, 

research is needed within more 

naturalistic youth settings such as after-

school programs, summer camps, and 

outdoor recreation.  Measures of 

overparenting are also needed.  While 

parenting measures have been informed 

by decades of research, the examination 

of overparenting has much less history (11, 

4, 5, 18).  We propose parenting measures 

that examine behaviors at the parent-

child level and also within the context of 

youth programs to help program providers 

identify overparents prior to program 

implementation and assist program 

providers in addressing parental concerns.

Research suggests that parenting differs 

among ethnic groups (19), 

socioeconomic (20), and cultural groups 

(21). Thus, we also envision a research 

agenda that explores how overparenting 

may be manifested across different 

cultural, ethnic, and racial groups to 

determine if current conceptualizations of 

overparenting fit diverse parent groups. 

Although anecdotal evidence suggests 

that overparenting influences youth 

program delivery, very little empirical 

research confirms these anecdotal 

accounts.  Overparents may also 

negatively influence the manner in which 

programs are delivered, either by 

siphoning off outdoor recreation leaders’ 

time and attention managing their 

specific issues or altering the design and 

implementation of a program because of 

their concerns. Further examination of the 

influence of overparents on program 

planning, implementation, and other 

operational and programmatic 

dimensions is needed to understand their 

true effect. 
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Positive youth development programs 

emphasize the provision of appropriate 

supports and opportunities (1) that 

enhance existing youth assets.  Figure 1 

shows a proposed model for overparenting 

within the context of youth development 

settings, which organizes existing 

overparenting-related terms.  In this model, 

parenting is viewed in accordance with 

Fox’s (1994, 13) definition as “a dynamic 

process that includes the unique behaviors 

of a parent that a child directly 

experiences and that significantly impact 

his or her development.

Normative parenting is represented 

according to Hart et al.’s (2003, 3) 

conceptualization of support, behavioral 

control, and autonomy granting, while 

overparenting is theorized to involve high 

levels of parental support, behavioral 

control, and anxiety, and low levels of 

autonomy granting.  

Overparenting is defined as a unique pattern 

of parental behaviors characterized by high 

support, high control, and low autonomy 

granting and high parental expectations that 

is excessively protective and controlling of a 

child’s youth development experiences. 

At the youth development organizational 

level, we propose that overparents may 

influence structures, policies, programs, 

and/or staffing, and similarly that program 

providers (through the structures, policies, 

programs, and/or staffing systems they 

implement) may also influence parents.

Overparenting may be a response to parental 

expectations associated with contemporary 

standards of achievement and academic 

and economic success, in which these 

pressures become the main rationalization for 

over-structuring and micromanaging a child 

life.  The socio-cultural context of modern 

parenting exerts powerful influences on many 

overparenting behaviors, and this context 

may be the cause of parental anxiety that 

contributes to overparenting.

Overparent efforts to reduce potential risks in 

areas where children recreate may curtain 

healthy child development, such as “the 

ability to pursue curiosity, explore, and assess 

their own sense of risk and safety, and thus 

establish their own borders and boundaries 

with the outside world (12).

Understanding parental risk anxiety and the 

fears that parents associated with childhood 

experiences are important because parental 

fears may influence how parents allow their 

children to play and recreate (15).  Outdoor 

recreation and related experiences may 

reflect the types of experiences that 

overparents may limit for their children based 

on perceived risks.  
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