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Today’s conversation…

• Overparenting

• Causes

• Strategies

• Resources 



Why is this issue 
important to you?



Camp Directors Say…

• Parent communication has been identified as the #1 
most important issue faced by camp administrators 

• “Communication with parents” and “managing 
parental fears and anxiety” are key themes of this 
issue

• 57% of camps indicated that, over the last 2 years, 
there has been an increase in parents’/guardians’ 
expectations for communication w/their child 
during camp.



GROUP POLL

• Have you experienced a parent (or parents) who:

 …expected to be able to talk to their child on a regular basis 
(without regard for your org’s communication policies)?

 …were concerned because the camp’s photo/video service 
appeared to show their child not having a good time?

 …asked you to take care of their child’s personal needs 
(something within the child’s ability to manage)?

 …hijacked your organization’s FB page or discussion board 
with numerous questions and/or overly concerned feedback?

 …tried to sneak a cell phone or tablet into camp in order to 
stay in close communication with their child?



Why is this issue 
important to me?











Overparents



Parenting

• What it is. Children need 
supportive relationships with 
caring adults to help them 
negotiate childhood, adolescence, 
and a successful transition to 
adulthood.  

• What it does. Normative 
parenting is predictive of child 
well-being in various domains 
(social competence, academic 
performance, psychosocial 
development, problem behavior)



Normative 
Parenting

• Warmth and support to 
facilitate an emotional 
connection (e.g., acceptance, 
affection, involvement, 
nurturance)

• Behavioral control to 
foster mature behavior (e.g., 
limit setting, supervision, 
reasoning about 
consequences)

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



 Overparenting

 Helicopter parenting

 Intrusive parenting

 Over-protective parenting 

 Over-solicitous parenting

 Lawnmower parenting 

 Effortful parenting

 Snowplow parenting



Overparenting

• Characterized by:

 high warmth/support

 high control

 low autonomy granting

 excessive protection

 risk aversion



Overparenting

Developmentally inappropriate parenting through the 
use of excessive advice, problem solving, and 

provision of abundant and unnecessary tangible 
assistance, combined with risk aversion, anxiety, 
and parental involvement in the child’s emotional 

well-being to the point of enmeshment. 

Segrin, Woszidlo, Givertz, Bauer, & Murphy (2012)





Parents relieve their children of any 
responsibilities they may have around 
the house in light of tests or 
assignments…Dr. Wendy Mogel



Parenting
• What the child needs

Overparenting
• What the parent needs



Overparenting across the lifespan

Infant/Toddler

--nanny cams, helmets, monitor bands, separation anxiety 

Elementary through High School

--highly involved, monitoring, unwilling to allow independence

College/University

--expectations for direct contact with professor and administrators



Parenting is NOT
necessarily the same 

in all contexts.





Ramifications of Overparenting

DEVELOPMENTAL LEGAL OPERATIONAL



Negative Outcomes of 
Overparenting for Children



Negative Outcomes of 
Overparenting for Children

• Increased depression, 
anxiety, and perceived 
stress in children (LeMoyne & 
Buchanan, 2011; Segrin, Woszidlo, 
Givertz, & Montgomery, 2013)

• Higher levels of risky 
behaviors (Padilla-Walker & 
Nelson, 2012)

• Lower overall life satisfaction 
in children (Schiffrin, Liss, Miles-
McLean, Geary, Erchull, & Tashner, 
2014)  

• Development of narcissistic 
behaviors in children (Locke, 
Campbell, & Kavanagh, 2012) 



Overparenting Research in Camps
(Gagnon & Garst, 2016)

• Surveyed 514 parents of youth campers 
ages 9-13; Parents completed measures of 
parent anxiety, parent perception of 
outcomes, and overparenting.

 As parents increased in overparenting, they 
tended to view their children as less 
skilled in five outcomes prior to camp. 

 Lack of a relationship between overparenting 
and parental perceptions of their child’s 
camp outcomes suggested overparenting 
may minimize a parent’s perceptions of 
their child’s growth a result of attending 
camp.



Overparenting
in the news in 2018



Penn State Cancels 
Outing Club

• Penn State announced its Outing Club can no 
longer go outside, since hikers may venture 
beyond the limits of cell phone coverage. 

“Student safety in any activity is our primary 
focus,” said the university.The 98-year-old club 
can hold film festivals and host speakers who 

talk about the outdoors.

• Promotes vicarious and indirect rather than 
direct experiences in nature (we want to 
encourage direct experiences in nature because 
they are more restorative)



“Thou Shalt Not Play”

•Students in Nova Scotia not allowed to play 
on their playground's equipment because it 
was labeled for children ages 5-12. 

•The fact that kids have always played on 
equipment without an age label (see, for 
instance, trees) didn’t matter.



Beware…of 
Snow

• School in East London, 
England, forbid its 1,500 
students from touching 
snow because this could 
tempt them to make 
snowballs. 

• The Headmaster said: "It 
only takes one student, 
one piece of grit, one stone 
in a snowball in an eye, 
with an injury and we 
change our view."



Tagged!

• Ankle bracelet monitors, like those used 
for parolees, are now being marketed to 
parents. 

• Company rep said: "most people—
we're talking hardened criminals 
who try to cut it off—have ended up 
in the ER."



Mother Investigated for 
Allowing Daughter to Walk 

Dog Alone

• Child Protective Services confronted 
Corey Widen, a mom in Wilmette, 
Illinois, after a caller reported seeing her 
8-year-old daughter walking a dog alone.

• Investigators interrogated Widen, her 
daughter, other family members, and the 
girl's pediatrician before finally 
determining that the mom was not guilty 
of neglect.



Free Range 
Parenting

• In the spring of 2018, 
Utah passed America's 
first Free-Range 
Parenting Law, which 
stated parents cannot be 
considered negligent 
simply for letting their 
kids run errands, play 
outside, wait briefly in 
the car (under some 
circumstances), or come 
home with a latchkey. 



What examples of overparenting have 
you experienced?



Causes



Modern culture exerts 
powerful influences on 
parents, and this socio-

cultural context contributes 
to both parental anxiety 

and overparenting 
behaviors.



Modern Parenting

• Early learning, constant 
enrichment

• Protection from harm, 
discomfort 

• Constant monitoring, consistent 
supervision

• Pervasive recognition

• Increasing pressures for 
academic and life success.





Risk Society

• Occasional anxious feelings are a 
universal quality of parenting

• Broader social context in which parents 
are constantly engaged in assessing 
and managing risk in all areas of their 
child’s life

• Limits on childhood experiences 
impede healthy development (Parents 
act as gatekeepers due to fears and 
perceived risks!)



Which best 
describes your 
generation?



Gen-X as Children (1965-1980)

• Experienced their formative 
years as one of the least 
parented, least nurtured
generations in U.S. history

• Half of all Gen Xers' parents 
are divorced

• 1st generation to be raised in 
day care (in record numbers)

• 40% latchkey kid



Gen-X as Parents

• More involved, but less patient and 
reasonable, than their baby-boomer 
predecessors

• ↑ action-oriented, ↑ self-reliant, and ↑ 
cynical than “boomers”…less respect for 
individuals in authority

• ↑ expectations of youth program 
providers (to help resolve their child’s 
difficulties) as quickly as possible

• Less financially secure than  “boomers” 
were ($$ is major source of stress)



Safety?

• 2013 gun crime rate back to level of 
early 1960s…Pew Study

• 2014 violent crime rate down 
another 4.4%...USA Today

• Pedestrian, bicyclist and car deaths 
ALSO at lowest rate in decades… 
Council on Foreign Relations

• Violent crime ↓ 48% (1993–2012); 
Homicides ↓ down 50.5% (1993-2012); 
Forcible rape ↓ 34.5% (1993–2012)… 
FBI Uniform Crime Reports
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Camp directors say…
(Garst & Gagnon, 2015)

• Parental separation and related loss of communication

• Lack of camp experience on the part of parents

• Lack of trust in administration and staff

• Tendency to show overparenting behaviors

• Fear of physical, emotional, or social harm

• Lack of adequate preparation for the program or the setting



Camp parents say…
(Garst, Gagnon, Olsen, Owens, In Review)

• Parental separation and related loss of communication

• Safety and concerns about peers/bullying

• Lack of trust in administration and staff

• Lack of parental control and overparenting

• Child’s adaptability for camp and their behavior

• Child’s social needs and enjoyment





Trust

Many parents haven’t 
trusted their child to 

another adult in the same 
way they have to with camp 

program staff and 
administrators. 



Camp parents say…
(Garst, Gagnon, Olsen, Owens, In Review)
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• Safety and concerns about peers/bullying

• Lack of trust in administration and staff

• Lack of parental control and overparenting

• Child’s adaptability for camp and their behavior

• Child’s social needs and enjoyment



Reasons for Parental Anxiety 

1. Broader societal context of risk aversion 

2. Parents are generally less experienced (smaller families, 
working parents)

3. Fears of “stranger danger” (abduction and/or pedophilia)

4. FOMO- Missing important developmental changes

5. When my child isn’t successful → I’m not successful

6. ROI- parents demand a “return on the investment” (ROI)  
they’ve made in their kids



Strategies



BEFORE CAMP



Before camp

• e-Newsletter

• Private Facebook group

• Pre-camp web chat with individual 
families

• New parent meetings via Zoom or  
Google Hangouts

• In-person parent orientation and 
training programs

• “Emotion packing lists” (W. Mogel)



Parenting
• What the child needs

Overparenting
• What the parent needs





Research on homesickness 
and adjustment found that 
pre-camp parent training

contributed to a 50% reduction in 
1st-year campers’ homesickness. 

(summarized by Thurber, 2018) 







Questions to Guide 
Your Relationships with 
Parents

1. How can I build trust with 
parents? 

2. How can I improve how I 
communicate with parents about 
their children?

3. What information can I gather 
from parents to improve our 
relationship (and how can I 
better use that information)?

4. What information can I share 
with parents to improve our 
relationship?



Ask Questions. Seek Answers.

• Parent expectations

• Parent fears

• Parents stressors

• Parent “pain points”



Talking with Anxious Parents
(Michael Thompson, 2013)

• Normalize what the parent is saying or feeling 
(“Over the years, many parents have…”)

• Describe their child’s day-to-day experiences. 
What have you seen or heard?  KEY 
MOMENTS! 

• Try to quote the child’s words (“I saw Zoey in 
one of the morning activities, and she said…”)

• Set boundaries (i.e., time-limited phone calls, 
meetings)



Avoid these approaches!
(Michael Thompson, 2013)

• Repeated reassurances

• “Trust Me”

• Being judgmental of the 
parent’s parenting style

• “She’s fine” / ”He’s fine”

• Violating your own rules, 
policies, or procedures



Establish Boundaries with Parents 

• Tell parents how they can and 
cannot be involved.

• Be clear on how they can 
communicate with you.

• Be clear on how they can 
communicate with their child.

• Some youth programs are using 
a parents’ code of conduct. 
Would that approach be right 
for you?



Connect Parents and Staff

• Give parents an 
opportunity to build a 
connection with your staff.

• Staff profiles through 
organizational webpages, 
FB groups, or Linkedin.

• Brief staff videos.

• What else have you tried?



Parent Liaison



Parent Panels for Staff Training





DURING CAMP



Staff 
Daily 
Diary for 
Parents



Facebook 
Group 
(closed?)



Texting 
Services
(Remind; Groupme)



AFTER CAMP



Close the loop!

Share end-of-camp info 
about campers’ growth,  
development, health  

 Camper progress card

 Camper diary or journal 
completed by staff

 Other?

Focus parents on the 
transition back home—
specific things parents can 
do to maximize “camp magic” 
and/or improved camper  
outcomes, or to maintain 
heath/wellnes



Sharing post-camp info w/parents?

9%

40%
51%

No post-camp information shared

Post-camp information shared only if parent asked for it

Post-camp information shared w/parent



“Transition of care” from a child’s
academic year to summer, and
from summer to a child’s academic
year is critical for ensuring that a
child’s health and well-being are
properly supported” across the
year and across different settings.



Seasonal / Year-Round Engagement!

Parent 
volunteer 

opportunities

Parent 
ambassadors

Parent 
advisory 
boards

Parent 
liaisons 

during off-
season



Paradoxes of 
Anxious Parents
(Michael Thompson, 2013)

• Choice
 More choices = the less 
happy w/your decisions

• Control
 More control = less 
confidence you have in 
their abilities

• Information
 Assumption that more 
info = better outcomes



What strategies have you tried in your 
interactions with overparents? What works 

and what doesn’t work? 



Resources



Dr. Michael Thompson

http://michaelthompson-phd.com/

http://michaelthompson-phd.com/


Dr. Wendy Mogel

“Smart Empathy: Raising Resilient Children and Adolescents”- www.youtube.com/watch?v=FJP8Ur3hr6A

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FJP8Ur3hr6A


Dr. Lenore Skenazy
www.freerangekids.com 



ACA “Campers and Families” Website
https://www.acacamps.org/campers-families

https://www.acacamps.org/campers-families


Sample Footer Text 2/23/2019 84



ACA Parent Blog
https://www.acacamps.org/campers-families/parent-blog

https://www.acacamps.org/campers-families/parent-blog


Overparenting Measure
(Gagnon & Garst, 2018)
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