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Abstract 

Parenting by lying is a phenomenon in which parents lie to their children, usually for a 

positive goal, and has been the subject of new parenting research. This study tested the 

associations between parenting by lying in childhood, lying to parents in young adulthood, and 

parent-child relationship quality. Secondly, we examined the mechanisms through which these 

constructs were all related to internalizing behaviors in young adulthood, specifically - stress, 

anxiety and depressive symptoms. Young adult participants between the ages of 18 and 24 (N= 

206 ) responded to questions about parenting strategies experienced in childhood, their current 

adult functioning, lying to parents, and parent-child relationship quality. Results indicate that 

parenting by lying in childhood was significantly associated with lower quality relationships with 

parents during young adulthood. Additionally, we found that double mediation models (lying to 

parents and quality of parent-child relationships) were best fitting the data in explaining the 

exploratory mechanisms (indirect pathways) through which parenting by lying was associated 

with internalizing behaviors (stress responses, anxiety, and depressive symptoms) in young 

adulthood. Based on all the findings, a review of parenting by lying in childhood as a common 

parenting strategy, and further research is highly encouraged. Other implications are discussed. 

 

Keywords: Parenting by Lying, Lying to parents, Parent-child relationship quality, Stress, 

Anxiety, Depressive symptoms  
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Introduction 

 Lying is a common occurrence among children and is well studied, yet research on lying 

by parents to their children is minimal. Parenting by lying is a phenomenon where lying is used 

as a form of parenting, be it intentionally or unintentionally, to influence children’s actions or 

feelings [1]. This is an upcoming area of research with few published studies on the topic so far. 

Of the published studies, evidence currently indicates that parents endorse this parenting strategy 

for several reasons, which include to protect the feelings of their children [1], modify behaviors, 

and teach moral lessons through fantasy stories [2].  

Parenting by lying is a very common behavior that is conventionally accepted in different 

cultures and is ultimately designed to shape childhood behavior into what parents identify as 

positive behavior (examples below). There may be various reasons why parents engage in 

parenting by lying, including that it is a socially accepted part of parenting, and a relatively easy 

parenting strategy which may be reinforced by children’s own desire for rewards [1-2]. 

Additionally, parents in Western cultures such as the United States are more likely to lie to 

control their children’s emotions while parents in Eastern cultures such as China find it more 

acceptable to lie to control their children’s behaviors [2]. Children’s connections with their 

primary caregivers and their desire for rewards may be one particular reason why parents tend to 

shape behavior using promises or conditions even if they are untrue [3-5]. Based on limited 

research so far, there are four categories of lies parents use and view as instrumental and 

necessary to parenting [1-2]. Based on one cross-cultural study, these four categories are: 1) lies 

relating to completing tasks (e.g., ‘‘Finish all your food or you’ll grow up to be short’’); 2) lies 

related to safety (e.g., ‘‘If you don’t follow me, a kidnapper will come to kidnap you while I’m 

gone’’); 3) lies related to misbehavior (e.g., ‘‘If you lie to someone, your nose will grow 
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longer’’), and 4) lies related to children’s requests (e.g., “I did not bring money with me today. 

We can come back another day’’) [2]. 

 While parenting by lying may be useful in shaping childhood behavior, the potential 

short- and long-term negative consequences are emerging . Based on studies so far, there are 

possible negative impacts of parenting by lying on mental health, internalizing behaviors, and 

social functioning in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. For example, Santos and colleagues 

[6] examined the longitudinal effects of parenting by lying in childhood on internalizing 

behaviors and  children lying to parents in adulthood. The authors found that participants who 

reported higher levels of parenting by lying were more likely to report higher levels of antisocial 

personality problems, and lying to parents in adulthood. In turn, lying to parents was 

significantly associated with higher levels of internalizing behaviors, externalizing behaviors, 

and antisocial personality behaviors. There was also an indirect and significant relationship 

between parenting by lying and internalizing behaviors, via lying to parents [6]. These findings 

may stem from distrust and a sense of betrayal by role models over time through observed 

parental lying. This may also be occurring with age as children realize that the parenting 

strategies used to influence their behavior for a long period were (sometimes/often) lies [6]. 

Developmental and behavioral theories may explain the relationship between parenting 

by lying and the eventual tendency to lie to parents. One such theory is Bandura’s social 

cognitive learning model [7], which suggests that young children model behaviors of their 

parents and role models through observation of behaviors, actions, and emotions, as well as the 

consequences. This theory has been well supported across a variety of parental practices (e.g., 

parental beliefs and styles, parental support and involvement, parent-child relationship quality) 

concerning child and adolescent outcomes [3, 8-12]. Further, developmental theories and studies 
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have demonstrated that parents can have both positive and negative influences on their children 

through multiple pathways stemming from not only parents but from responses of the child(ren), 

and their broader environment over time [11, 13-14]. While children also play a role in choosing 

to lie, the process of parenting forms the foundation for social learning including lying and truth 

telling not only in childhood but as needed as children mature [1-2, 6].  

Secondly, lying to parents (studied mostly in adolescence) is rooted in parent-child 

interactions. For instance, parent-child relationships, including constructs such as parent-child 

communication and relationship quality [15] suggest that parenting by lying shows both positive 

and negative effects on parent-child relationships including levels of trust and communication 

[15-17]. For example, in a study using data from 671 parent-child dyads, Engels and colleagues 

[17] found that adolescents who engaged in more lying behaviors towards their parents were 

significantly more likely to be secretive, disclose less, and communicate less with their parents. 

In addition, there was lower trust and more alienation in parent-child relationships that involved 

higher levels of adolescent lying [17]. 

Purpose of Study 

This research sought to expand on the limited existing studies that investigate parenting 

by lying by examining the potential negative associations of parenting by lying in childhood in 

three related areas: lying to parents, parent-child-relationship quality, and Internalizing 

behaviors. First, we sought to replicate the findings of Santos et al. [6] as related to internalizing 

behaviors using a different sample. While the authors focused on internalizing behaviors as one 

broad construct, we, in this study, examine three key components of internalizing behaviors 

independently, namely stress responses, anxiety, and depressive symptoms as experienced in 

young adulthood. These three clusters of reactions/symptoms continue to be studied as separate 
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conditions in extant studies and meta analytic reviews [e.g., 18], although they are sometimes 

treated as a construct. We wanted to know if there were differential impacts of parenting by 

lying, and lying to parents on stress responses (a.k.a stress in this study), anxiety, and depressive 

symptoms. Next, we sought to examine and understand further pathways (direct and indirect 

paths) through which parenting by lying and lying to parents were related to parent relationship 

quality, and in turn the three subcomponents of internalizing behaviors. Parent relationship 

quality was examined as trust, communication, alienation, and overall relationship quality [19]. 

While Santos and colleagues [6] found that lying to parents mediated the relationship between 

parenting by lying and internalizing behaviors, we propose that it is not only lying to parents but 

also the quality of the parent–child relationship that mediates the relationship between parenting 

by lying and internalizing behaviors (stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms) in young 

adulthood. 

We therefore hypothesized that:   

1. Parenting by lying would be significantly and positively associated with internalizing 

behaviors (stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms). 

2. Parenting by lying would be significantly and negatively associated with (1) trust in 

parents, (2) communication with parents, and (3) overall parent relationship quality and 

(4) positively associated with parent alienation. 

3. Lying to parents, in addition to parent-child relationships, would mediate the 

relationships between parenting by lying and stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms. 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 
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 Data for this study was collected from students from different programs who had 

enrolled in undergraduate psychology courses at a university in the Southern United States. 

Students enrolled in these courses had multiple options to complete a required research exposure 

component of the course with one option being research participation. For those who chose to 

participate in research there were many types of studies available to participate in within a span 

of three months. Participants who chose to partake in this study first acknowledged informed 

consent before taking the survey. After participants read and acknowledged consent, and 

voluntary participation, they received a link to the survey. The survey took approximately 25 

minutes after which a debriefing statement was presented, and participants were thanked for their 

participation. Participants received no compensation other than course credit for completing the 

survey. The University’s Institutional Review Board approved all study procedures (#19-006). 

The exact data collection procedure and plans, in addition to all other materials (e.g., output, IRB 

paperwork) can be found on https://osf.io/kp6ye/files/ 

The sample (N = 206) consisted of 77% females, with their ages ranging from 18 to 23 

(M = 18.70 years, SD = 0.995 ). Majority of the sample identified as White, with 4.9% African 

Americans, 3.9% Hispanics, 2.9% Asian, and 4.9% identifying as Biracial. This ethnicity 

composition is representative of the region where this data was collected [20]. The final sample 

was adequate for this study since the minimum sample size required to detect a small effect at a 

power of .8 or above with six predictors  was 146 (GPower v3 [21]) 

Measures 

 Parenting by Lying Scale [1]. Parenting by lying was measured through a 9-item scale 

of the lying scenarios. Participants were asked to rate a series of nine lies by indicating the extent 

to which their parents had ever told them a similar lie, using a Likert scale that ranged from 

https://osf.io/kp6ye/files/
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1(absolutely no) to 7(absolutely yes). Items included six behavioral scenarios (e.g. If you go 

outside alone, a bogeyman will get you) and three emotional scenarios (e.g. A child is told, ‘you 

did a good job at cleaning up your room’ after making things messier). Responses to items on 

the parenting by lying scale were averaged, and the  scores ranged between 1 and 6.78, with 

higher scores indicating higher levels of parenting by lying. The original study reported 

acceptable reliability scores (𝛼 = 0.70)with good internal consistency [6]. The Cronbach alpha 

for the scale in this study was 𝛼 = 0.81. 

 Lying to Parents scale. The frequency at which participants lied to their parents in 

adulthood was measured using a 12-item questionnaire created by Engels et al. [17]. The scale 

asked participants to rate on a Likert scale, which ranged from 1(never) to 5 (very often,) how 

often they engaged in certain lying behaviors towards their parents. The 12 lie items included 

explicit lies to parents (e.g. Lie to your parents about the things that you engage in), white lies 

(e.g. Tell a white (small) lie to your parents), and lies designed to make information more 

interesting (e.g. Exaggerate to you parents about the things you experience). The scores of the 

items in the lying to parents scale were averaged, ranging from 1 to 5, with higher scores 

indicating higher levels of lying to parents. Similar to previous studies that have reported very 

high internal consistency e.g. [6, 17], reliability was high for this scale in the current study (𝛼 = 

0.92).  

Internalizing Behaviors. Internalizing Behaviors were measured using a short form of 

the Depression Anxiety Stress scale (DASS [22]). The short version of DASS consists of 21 

items, with 7 items each on depressive (e.g., “I couldn’t seem to experience any positive feeling 

at all”), anxiety (e.g., “I experienced trembling [e.g. in the hands]) and stress symptoms (e.g., I 

found it difficult to relax”). Participants were asked how applicable items were to them over the 
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last week using a scale that ranged from 0 (Did not apply to me at all) to 3 (Applied to me very 

much or most of the time), with higher scores indicating higher levels of endorsement. Stressful 

response scale ranged from 7 to 28, anxiety ranged from  6 to 24 and depressive symptoms 

ranged from 6 to 24. The DASS scale has been extensively used in different populations and age 

groups, and reports high reliability and validity across the three subscales [22]. For the current 

study, Cronbach alphas for depressive, anxiety, and stress symptoms were 0.92, 0.89, and 0.86 

respectively.  

Relationship Quality and Trust in Others (IPPA-R; [19]). Quality of relationships, 

and trust in parents was measured using the IPPA-R, which consists of 28 items focused on 

parental relationship. The scales required the participants to read a series of scenarios and rate 

the degree to which they applied using the choices 0 (Never True), 1 (Sometimes True), and 2 

(Always True). The IPPA-R includes three subscales for trust (e.g., “I trust my friends”), 

communication (e.g., “My friends listen to my opinions”), and alienation (e.g., “I feel angry with 

my parents”).  

 Previous research [19, 23] show moderate to high validity and reliability scores. For 

example, the average internal consistencies IPPA-R across all three dimensions was 𝛼 = 0.82. 

For this study, Cronbach alphas for the parent subscales were 𝛼 = 0.92 for trust, 𝛼 = 0.89 for 

communication, and 𝛼 = 0.86 for alienation. In addition to the three subscales/dimensions for 

parent factors, an overall parent relationship quality measure was created. The two relationship 

quality scores were estimated by reversing scores on the alienation scale and adding them to 

scores on the trust and communication scales. Cronbach alphas for this study was 0.92 for 

overall parent relationship quality.  

Data Analyses 
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Data was analyzed using SPSS v23 with the mediation software add-on PROCESS. Data 

was cleaned, and a series of bivariate Pearson’s r correlations were conducted, along with basic 

descriptive information, among each of the major variables prior to regression analyses of the 

hypotheses. To address hypothesis three, we ran exploratory double mediation models, to 

examine the pathways through which lying to parents and the four parent-child relationship 

quality variables facilitated the relationship between parenting by lying and internalizing 

behaviors (depressive, anxiety, and stress symptoms). These double meditations were run using 

SPSS Process Macros v3.1 with bootstrapping and 95% Bias corrected bootstrapped confidence 

interval reported [24]. As the data are cross-sectional, we refer to these mediation analyses as 

exploratory mediation analyses. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses: 

Using SPSS v23, correlational analyses and linear regressions were conducted to measure 

the associations between parenting by lying, lying to parents, adult functioning, and parent 

relationships. Parenting by lying and lying to parents were significantly associated with other 

variables. Parenting by lying, lying to parents, and parent-child relationship variables were all 

significantly associated with depressive, anxiety, and stress symptoms in the expected directions. 

In addition, this study had more females than males as participants, thus independent 

samples t-tests were run to determine if there were significant mean differences between the 

groups (males versus females) on the outcome variables. Results showed that there was no 

significant group difference on anxiety (t(204) = 1.22, p =.23) and depression scores (t(204) = -

.57, p = .57), however, there was for stress responses, where females reported more stress than 

males (t(204) = 2.05, Mean difference  = 1.63, p = .04).Thus, sex was entered as a covariate for 

mediations related to stress as the outcome. 
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Descriptive statistics and correlations for each variable are outlined in Table 1. Next, 

linear regressions and mediation analyses were conducted to examine the three hypotheses.  

Internalizing behaviors. Parenting by lying was significantly associated with lying to 

parents (β = 0.23, p < 0.001). With regards to hypothesis 1, higher levels of parenting by lying 

were found to be associated with higher levels of (1) stress (β = 0.29, p < 0.001), (2) anxiety (β = 

0.31, p < 0.001), and (3) depressive symptoms (β = 0.16, p = 0.01). When lying to parents was 

controlled for in hierarchical linear regressions, parenting by lying was directly associated with 

(1) stress (β = 0.25, p < 0.001) and (2) anxiety (β = 0.27, p < 0.001), but not depressive 

symptoms (β = 0.11, p = 0.054).  

Parent Relationships. The results show that parenting by lying in childhood was 

significantly associated with lower levels of (1) parent trust (β = -0.20, p = 0.002), (2) parent 

communication (β = -0.12, p = 0.048), (3) and parent overall relationship quality (β = -0.19, p = 

0.003), and higher levels of parent alienation (β = 0.21, p = 0.001).  

 Mediating Relationships. To address hypothesis three, four double mediations were run 

for each of the three outcomes (depressive symptoms, anxiety, and stress) because of the four 

parent-child relationship quality variables. Although Figure 1 is the final model, it depicts the  

overall hypothesized model where parenting by lying was associated with lying to parents, which 

in turn was related to parent-child variables and finally the three outcomes. With a double 

mediation, three mediation pathways are possible. In Model one, parenting by lying is the only 

mediator to be estimated while in model two, the parent-child quality variable is the only 

mediator. In model three however, both mediators are estimated (Figure 1). Thus, twelve double 

mediation analyses were run with lying to parents (mediator 1) being constant but mediator 2 
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varied by the four parent-child quality variables. All 12 analyses were run using SPSS Process 

Macros v3.1 and bootstrapping procedures [24], with summary results outlined on Table 2.  

Given that all 12 meditations (i.e. with four different parent-child relationship quality 

variables  x three different outcomes) were significant for the same model (model 3), we report 

only the three mediation results involving the fourth parent-child relationship quality (i.e. overall 

parent-child relationship quality variable), which was also the composite score. (Table 2).  

Model three was significant for all estimated models, indicating that the double mediation 

model best fitted the data in explaining the mechanism through which parenting by lying was 

associated with stress, anxiety and depressive symptoms independently (see Figure 1). In 

summary, there were significant indirect effects of parenting by lying on stress, anxiety, and 

depressive symptoms, through lying to parents and each of the  parent-child relationship quality 

variables contiguously (Table 2).  

Discussion  

 We investigated the phenomenon called parenting by lying, as established by past 

research [1-2, 6], by examining its linkages with internalizing behaviors (stress responses, 

anxiety and depressive symptoms), as well as parent relationships (trust, communication, 

alienation, and overall relationship quality). First and similar to previous authors [6], parenting 

by lying in childhood was significantly and positively associated with lying to parents as adults. 

This finding builds on previous literature with a larger and more diverse sample. These results 

also support the social cognitive learning theory that proposes that children model behaviors of 

role models including parents [7]. 

Considering the first hypothesis, we found that parenting by lying and lying to parents 

were significantly and negatively associated with anxiety, stress and depressive symptoms, with 

depressive symptoms having the weakest linkage. We also found that participants who reported 
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higher levels of parenting by lying in childhood were significantly more likely to report more 

maladaptive relationship patterns with their parents. In addition, those that experienced higher 

levels of parenting by lying were also less likely to trust and communicate with their parents and 

were more likely to experience alienation as young adults. These findings are in tandem with the 

two pioneering studies and support the linkages found as related to parent-child relationships [2, 

6].  

 Finally, the indirect effects of parenting by lying on stress, anxiety, and depressive 

symptoms as separate models were significant only in the presence of the two mediators. As such 

the indirect relationships between parenting by lying and internalizing behaviors were impacted 

not only through lying to parents [6] but also through parent-child relationship quality variables 

(alienation, trust, communication). Interestingly, for all models, lying to parents as an 

independent variable was not significantly associated with any internalizing behavior outcomes, 

as seen in study by Santos et al. [6]. However, an examination of the correlations between lying 

to parents and the parent-child relationship quality variables showed moderate correlations 

between .37 and .42 suggesting that for this sample, the two groups of variables were relatively 

independent of each other. Thus, the indirect effect of lying to parents is more clearly seen in the 

presence of parent-child relationship quality. This finding supports numerous studies and 

parenting frameworks that show that parent-child relationships have a fundamental role in 

understanding the associations between parental behaviors and behavior of their offspring across 

the lifespan [3, 12, 14, 25-26]. Longitudinal mediation analyses should be considered to further 

examine the relationships between parenting by lying, lying to parents, and adult functioning, 

and in what circumstances these pattern holds.  

Implications 
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From this study, we learn that parenting by lying as a parenting strategy does have 

significant associations with later internalizing behaviors among young adults, and the 

mechanism of association  may be through the quality of parent relationships and through lying 

to parents. Parents, counselors, and therapists should thus consider exploring the frequency of 

parenting by lying among children (especially children with problem behaviors), lying to parents, 

and the parent-child relationship quality during encounters including assessments, family or child 

counselling/therapy, and social skills training. Similarly, clinicians should consider exploring the 

relationship between childhood parenting strategies and quality of parent – adult child relations, 

and its potential influences on internalizing behaviors among young adults. 

Secondly, based on previous studies and our findings, the positive relationship between 

parenting by lying and young adult behaviors (including maladaptive ones) is gaining ground. 

This is true also for the relationship between parenting by lying and lying to parents in young 

adulthood (as studied so far). Further research on these associations over time is needed, because 

although there may be positive benefits to current parenting by lying strategies in childhood 

(e.g., to shape behavior [2]), there could also be long-term negative associations we have been 

unaware of. The objective of this study, in this new area of research, is not to malign parents or 

their parenting strategies, but rather to shed light on potential unforeseen negative effects over 

time. This awareness could lead to exploration of alternative childhood parenting strategies that 

gain the same positive outcomes in childhood and in adulthood, while reducing potential 

contributions to negative long-term maladaptive behaviors.  

We are in the beginning stages of understanding the mechanisms through which this 

seemingly benign parenting strategy (parenting by lying) can have long term impacts. Early 

studies such as this led to broader understanding of other parenting behaviors. For example, the 
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groundbreaking work in understanding the specific types and effects of parenting styles [8], and 

the numerous studies thereafter, have helped researchers and practitioners identify maladaptive 

and protective parenting styles within different groups. The numerous studies have in turn led to 

the development of effective prevention/intervention programs that promote healthy parenting 

and healthier functioning of children, adolescents and young adults [11, 15, 26-29]. Similarly, we 

hope that in studying the mechanisms through which parenting by lying practices of childhood 

are related to behavioral and psychosocial adjustments of children in later years, more optimal 

parenting strategies that serve the same goals as current parenting by lying practices can be 

identified and promoted.  

Limitations and Future Research  

The present study has some limitations that serve as opportunities for further research. 

The cross-sectional and retrospective nature of this study and other published studies in this area 

limits the kinds of conclusions that can be drawn because of the temporal nature of the data. For 

example, primacy of ordering of constructs are not yet clear with cross-sectional mediations; as 

such only exploratory interpretations can be offered. Still, given the paucity of research in this 

area, such cross-sectional studies are important as they provide impetus for longitudinal studies 

to be designed and executed. Secondly, participants were asked questions about events in their 

childhood, which occurred approximately over a decade prior. Given what is known about the 

plasticity and unreliability of memories over time, participants could have forgotten that an 

occasion of parenting by lying occurred or the suggestion of lying in the study could have 

created a false memory. Yet, for now retrospective cross-sectional examinations are the main 

designs used in published works in this field. Future studies should consider longitudinal designs 

that include these measures. Besides a longitudinal design, future studies should also consider 
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increasing the sample size and collecting data from adolescents and adults across different age 

groups. 

Parenting by lying is a burgeoning area of study that has multiple potentials for future 

research since there are very limited studies so far. For example, culture influences parenting 

broadly and therefore, parenting by lying strategies. With limited studies that have examined the 

effects of parenting by lying among cultural groups [e.g. 2], future studies should examine these 

and other areas including individual variables such as the role of children’s temperament, 

psychopathology and cultural dimensions. Also, age and other factors (such as trust, personality) 

could influence whether the child believes the lie, which in turn could affect the child’s reaction 

to the lie and their psychosocial development. For example, if a child knows that a statement is a 

lie, they may instead find the statement amusing. Additionally, although previous studies have 

examined the frequency of various types of lies [1, 2], this study examined parenting by lying in 

general. It is possible that different types of lies, such as lies designed to control emotions and 

behavior, could impact development differently. Future studies should also address these 

research questions in the quest to further and accurately understand the impact of parenting by 

lying in childhood on adult functioning. Lastly, since parents lie to their children for various 

reasons, further studies could examine how the goal/purpose for lying influences the types of 

lying used and their effects on child responses (short term) and adult functioning (long term). 

Summary  

In conclusion, this study is one of very few studies that have examined the associations 

between parenting by lying in childhood and adult functioning. While parenting is often 

rewarding and is an important endeavor, we sought to shed more light on possible pathways 

through which parenting by lying in childhood was associated with lying to parents, parent-child 
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relationship quality, and internalizing behaviors in younghood (depressive, anxiety and stress 

symptoms). Results indicated that the relationship between parenting by lying in childhood and 

internalizing behaviors in adulthood was best explained when lying to parents and parent-child 

relationship quality were simultaneously examined as a double mediation. Although parenting by 

lying may not be intentionally used in childhood to harm; an awareness, however, of its potential 

and varied outcomes over time in the context of parent-child relationship quality is important to 

know. Such knowledge will empower parents, professionals and the community at large to refine 

and develop better/healthier parenting strategies. 

Data Availability Statement 

The data collection procedure and plans, in addition to other materials (e.g., output, IRB 

paperwork) can be found on https://osf.io/kp6ye/files/. Any other information may be requested 

from the corresponding author. 
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