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Abstract The present study aims to examine why parents
engage in overprotective parenting in interaction with their
emerging adults. Specifically, this study used an Actor-
Partner Interdependence Model to examine associations
between parental attachment representations (both maternal
and paternal attachment anxiety and avoidance), parental
separation anxiety, and parental overprotection. Addition-
ally, we examined whether maternal attachment, separation
anxiety, and overprotection predicted the emerging adult’s
actual living situation (at home / away from home) 1 year
later, and maternal negative affect regarding emerging
adults’ home-leaving. The sample consisted of Caucasian
participants and included 246 adolescents in their final year
of secondary school (mean age Time 1= 17.14) and their
parents (242 mothers, 218 fathers). Results showed that
both maternal and paternal attachment anxiety related to
more maternal and paternal separation anxiety, respectively
(p’s< .001). In turn, separation anxiety in mothers and
fathers related to respectively maternal (p< .001) and
paternal overprotection (p< .05), as perceived by the
emerging adult. There was one significant partner-effect
between maternal attachment anxiety and paternal separa-
tion anxiety (p< .05). Further, higher scores on perceived
maternal overprotection related to a higher likelihood that
the emerging adult would still live at home 1 year later (p
< .01), as well as to more negative maternal affect related to
the process of home-leaving (p< .05). In sum, the current
study revealed the importance of attachment and separation

anxiety as significant parental factors related to parental
overprotection.
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Introduction

Overprotection involves a level of maternal or paternal
protection that is excessive, taking into account the devel-
opmental level of the child (Thomasgard et al. 1995).
Although for a long time parental overprotection has only
been studied at younger ages or in case of psychological or
physical disability (Holmbeck et al. 2002; Parker 1983),
societal changes (e.g., delayed onset of adulthood) have
instigated an interest in studying overprotection in other
developmental phases (e.g., emerging adulthood) and in the
general population (Padilla-Walker and Nelson 2012).
While there is mounting evidence on the potential negative
effects of overprotection on children’s, adolescents’, and
even emerging adults’ psychosocial adjustment (for an
overview, see Segrin et al. 2015), the reasons why parents
display such overprotective behavior are not yet widely
understood. One previously conducted study among young
mothers (Cooklin et al. 2013) identified parental separation
anxiety as a predictor of overprotective parenting. As stu-
dies on the etiology of maternal separation anxiety have
pointed to the influence of mother’s own insecure attach-
ment style (Lutz and Hock 1995; Mayseless and Scher
2000; Scher and Hershkovitz 1998), the main aim of the
current study was to examine associations between parents’
own attachment representations, parental separation anxiety
and parental overprotection. Further, a growing body of
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research stresses the possibility of carry-over effects
between parents, with characteristics of one parent affecting
the behavior of the other parent (see e.g., Peterson et al.
2008). Therefore, the present study used an Actor Partner
Interdependence Model (APIM; Kenny et al. 2006) which
allowed us to estimate both actor-effects (e.g., effects of
maternal attachment on maternal separation anxiety) as well
as partner-effects (e.g., effects of maternal attachment on
paternal separation anxiety).

Emerging adulthood is the developmental period
between the ages of 18 to 25 years (Arnett 1998, 2001).
During this phase, people would feel like they are neither
adolescents nor adults, but something “in between”. Strong
dependency on the parents seems to belong to the past, but
at the same time emerging adults would not yet carry all
responsibilities of adults. Emerging adulthood would be a
time of exploration centered on different aspects of life such
as love, study, work, and worldview (Arnett 1998). Dif-
ferent developmental tasks would come to the forefront
during this phase of life, such as choice of study, adjustment
to college and reorganization of the living situation (Arnett
2004). To deal with these and other important develop-
mental tasks, the presence or absence of several personal
resources would be crucial, such as agency and flexible
commitment (Schwartz et al. 2005), as well as a number of
contextual resources, such as a supportive parenting context
(Kins et al. 2011; Koepke and Denissen 2012; Schwartz
2016).

In this regard, parental overprotection may play an
important role, as it involves the application of devel-
opmentally inappropriate parenting tactics that exceed the
actual needs of the adolescents and emerging adults (Segrin
et al. 2015), and thereby may limit opportunities to practice
important skills and abilities (Padilla-Walker and Nelson
2012). Overprotection manifests in various practices,
including anxious rearing (e.g., constantly warning for
things that could happen), premature problem solving (e.g.,
intervening in the child’s conflicts with others), babying
(e.g., telling that the child is too young to do things that
peers are allowed to do), privacy invasion (e.g., reading
messages on the child’s phone) or hyperactivation of emo-
tions (e.g., being more emotional about the child’s issues
than the child itself) (Kins and Soenens 2013). Previous
research already showed that overprotective parenting
relates to negative outcomes in emerging adulthood
(Rousseau and Scharf 2015; Segrin et al. 2015). For
instance, overprotection has been linked with more psy-
chological distress in emerging adults (e.g., depression,
anxiety, and stress), as well as with lower life satisfaction
and less self-acceptance (e.g., LeMoyne and Buchanan
2011; Segrin et al. 2013). However, studies investigating
why parents engage in such overprotective behaviors are
scarce. One potentially important parental factor that may

relate to parental overprotection is parents’ own attachment
representations.

Not only for the emerging adults themselves but also for
the parents, the transition from adolescence to emerging
adulthood heralds a new phase of life, which is sometimes
called the empty nest phase (Bouchard 2014). Young adults
increasingly interact with others outside the family, which
may trigger ambivalent parental emotions (Bouchard 2014).
On the one hand, it may seem as if emerging adults no
longer need their parents, so parents may feel as if their role
as “parent” is over. This feeling can be accompanied by a
feeling of loneliness and loss (Hock et al. 2001). On the
other hand, parents may feel relieved as well. The respon-
sibilities regarding their children decrease, which may leave
them with more time to invest in their partner relationship
(Umberson et al. 2005). Research indeed found that, after
their child’s home-leaving, parents often experience less
work-life conflict and less stress (e.g., Erickson et al. 2010).
These seemingly contradictory experiences (i.e., loss and
relief) may be understood from the perspective of attach-
ment theory (Bowlby 1973, 1980), which states that every
departure of an attachment figure may activate the attach-
ment system and the associated attachment representations
from the past (Shaver and Mikulincer 2002). Depending on
whether these past representations are secure or insecure,
people will focus either on the positive or negative features
of their role transition. Indeed, according to Hock et al.
(2001), the imminent leave-taking of an adolescent child
may, for some parents, come across as a threat that activates
insecure attachment representations. Hence, when facing a
new separation experience, negative feelings may be trig-
gered among insecurely attached parents (Hock et al. 2001).

To model insecure attachment, two fundamental and
qualitatively different continuous dimensions (i.e., anxiety
and avoidance) have been forwarded (Brennan et al. 1998;
Fraley and Spieker 2003). Attachment anxiety involves
preoccupation with social support, jealousy, and fear and
vigilance concerning abandonment and rejection. Attach-
ment avoidance involves avoidance of intimacy, discomfort
with closeness, and excessive self-reliance (Brennan et al.
1998). With regard to overprotective parenting, attachment
anxiety is expected to be primarily important (Parker 1983).
When facing the imminent home-leaving of their adolescent
child, anxiously attached parents might engage in over-
protective behaviors as one way to deal with this perceived
threat. Although research explicitly examining the link
between parental attachment and overprotection is scarce,
there are studies among parents of young school children
showing that maternal insecure attachment (two-way clas-
sification: secure vs. insecure) is related to the use of
autonomy-suppressing parenting (i.e., psychological con-
trol) (Verschueren et al. 2006). Similarly, research among
mothers of 1–2 year old infants found that anxiously
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attached mothers use more intrusive parenting than mothers
with secure attachment representations (Adam et al. 2004).
However, research investigating the link between parental
attachment and overprotection in emerging adulthood is, as
far as we know, non-existent.

Further, based on previous research (e.g., Cooklin et al.
2013), separation anxiety can be considered as a potentially
intervening variable in the association between parental
attachment and parental overprotection. Hock et al. (2001)
defined parental separation anxiety as the feeling of
apprehension and loss, accompanying the increasing dis-
tance between parents and their (adolescent) child.
Separation anxiety is a direct manifestation of parental
attachment anxiety, specifically in the parent-child rela-
tionship (Hock et al. 2001; Kobak et al. 1994). Indeed,
previous research on the link between parental attachment
and parental separation anxiety in emerging adulthood
showed that anxiously attached parents report more
separation anxiety whereas parents with secure attachment
representations have a more positive attitude towards the
separation from their adolescent child (Garcia-Ruiz et al.
2013). For parents of emerging adults, the child’s devel-
opment towards more independence may be experienced as
a threat to the parent–child relationship and as a personal
rejection, rather than as a normal process (Simpson et al.
1996). The stress associated with the thought of losing their
child to others may cause jealousy and possessiveness—
possibly even to the extent that these parents will hinder
their child’s need for autonomy (Hock et al. 2001). Parental
feelings of separation anxiety may stimulate an instinctive
tendency to provide protection and to increase physical
proximity to the child (Bartle-Haring et al. 2002). As such,
separation anxiety can result in a compensatory style to
undo the separation (which can manifest in overprotection).
A number of studies indirectly supported this hypothesis.
For example, several studies have shown that parents who
interpret the growing independence of their young adult
child as a signal of losing this relationship (i.e., high
separation anxiety), show more possessive, guilt-inducting
and conditional parenting behaviors (i.e., psychological
control) to ensure the close proximity and interdependence
of their child (see Kins et al. 2011; Soenens et al. 2006;
Soenens et al. 2010; Wuyts et al. 2017). Similarly, one
study, which focused on mother–infant dyads, found that
maternal postpartum separation anxiety during the child’s
first year of life was associated with more overprotective
parenting at age 2–3 years (Cooklin et al. 2013). To the best
of our knowledge, no studies are available focusing speci-
fically on emerging adults, let alone studies investigating
the role of both maternal and paternal correlates of parental
overprotection.

It is possible that one parent’s (in)secure attachment
representations and feelings of separation anxiety do not

only have an effect on the parent’s own feelings and
behaviors (actor-effect) but also on feelings and behaviors
of the other parent (partner-effect). Previous studies on, for
example, coping in couples found empirical evidence for
such carry-over effects (e.g., Peterson et al. 2008). An Actor
Partner Interdependence Model (APIM; Kenny et al. 2006)
allows for the simultaneous estimation of both these actor-
as well as partner-effects. More specifically, APIM can be
used to investigate whether one parent’s attachment repre-
sentations relates to the other parent’s separation anxiety,
above and beyond the parent’s own attachment representa-
tions. An accumulating body of research also uses the
APIM to examine dynamics in the parent–child relationship
(e.g., Laursen et al. 2015). For example, research on
attachment and conflict styles in adult child–parent rela-
tionships found empirical evidence for carry-over effects
between parents and children (e.g., La Valley and Guerrero
2012).

Finally, it can be expected that separation anxiety and
overprotectiveness would not only relate to more mala-
daptive parenting behaviors, but also to more negative
affect in parents. A high degree of separation anxiety may
pose a risk to feel emotionally bad in general, as associa-
tions were found between maternal separation anxiety and
negative self-representations, low self-esteem and depres-
sive symptomatology (Hock and Schirtzinger 1992; Hock
et al. 1992; McBride and Belsky 1988). Further, previous
research also found some support that parental separation
anxiety might be associated with negative affect specifically
linked to the matter of parent–child separation. Specifically,
Wuyts et al. (2017) found that parents high on separation
anxiety experience more tension during a conversation with
their adolescent about the topic of peer relations and
friendships, which is a topic that might constitute a threat to
the parent–child relationship for separation-anxious parents.

The present research has two central research aims (see
Fig. 1). The first aim of the present study was to investigate
parental correlates of maternal and paternal overprotection,
specifically during emerging adulthood. Using an APIM,
we investigated both actor-effects and partner-effects when
examining the link between attachment (distinguishing
between attachment anxiety and avoidance), separation
anxiety and perceived parental overprotection. The second
aim of the present study was to investigate the link between
the maternal variables central in Aim 1 and (a) maternal
negative affect regarding home-leaving and (b) emerging
adults’ actual living situation. As fathers were not contacted
at Wave 2 (due to practical considerations and based on
previous research showing that fathers are more difficult to
recruit, see Currie et al. 2016), only data regarding maternal
feelings and behaviors were used for this second aim. We
expected that mothers scoring higher on anxious attach-
ment, separation anxiety, and overprotection would report
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more negative affect because the transition after secondary
school and the (imminent or actual) process of home-
leaving is experienced as a threat to the parent–child bond.
We also expected that children of overprotective mothers
would be more likely to still live at home because these
mothers would be inclined to discourage their child to leave
the parental home.

Method

Participants

The sample of this study consists of 246 Dutch-speaking
Caucasian families of which 246 adolescents (100%), 242
mothers (98.37%) and 218 fathers (88.62%) participated.
All adolescents (62.6% female), with a mean age at Time 1
of 17.14 years (ranging between 16 and 20 years; SD=
0.66), lived at home at Wave 1. Regarding level of educa-
tion, 65.9% were following an academic track (i.e., pre-
paring for college or university studies), whereas the
remaining participants were preparing for technical profi-
ciencies. Regarding birth order, 26 adolescents (10.6%)
were an only child, 110 adolescents (44.7%) were the
youngest, 45 (18.3%) situated themselves in the middle and
65 adolescents (26.4%) were the oldest child in the family.
The mothers had a mean age of 46.90 (SD= 3.69), with a
range between 32 and 58 years. Regarding maternal

educational level, 3.7% of the mothers completed primary
school as highest degree, 26.3% of the mothers completed
secondary school, 54.2% had a bachelor’s degree diploma,
and 15.8% attained a master’s degree diploma. The fathers
had a mean age of 48.74 (SD= 4.06), with a range between
40 and 69 years. Regarding educational level, 8.8% of the
fathers completed primary school, 31.5% of the fathers
completed secondary school, 36.6% had a bachelor’s degree
diploma, and 23.1% attained a master’s degree diploma. As
for family status, 196 families were intact (79.7%). In these
families, we obtained participation from both mother and
father in most cases (93.88%, with the exception of 10
mother-only-respondents and 2 father-only-respondents).
The remaining families were non-intact (N= 50), that is,
divorced families (17.5%) or families where one of the
parents is deceased (2.8%). In these non-intact families, the
participating parents were already in a new relationship. As
one of the key study variables was to investigate attachment
representations about the current partner, only families in
which parents were in a relationship were recruited. In other
words, this study included no single-parent households. For
non-intact families, we obtained participation from both
partners in the majority of families (29 families), followed
by 19 mother-only-respondents and two (non-intact)
families in which only fathers responded.

At Wave 2 (1 year later, after graduation from secondary
school), 137 mothers (55.69%) participated again. With
regard to the incomplete data of Wave 1 and Wave 2, all
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Attachment 
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(M) 
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avoidance partner 
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Negative affect 
transition  

(M)

Emerging adults’ 
living situation 

(M)

Time 1: Last year of secondary school Time 1 Time 1 Time 2: After graduation from seco ndary school 

Model 1: Research aim 1 

Model 2: Research aim 2 

Fig. 1 Conceptual model. M=Mother report; F= Father report; A=Adolescent report
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participants with and without complete data were compared
using Little (1988) Missing Completely At Random test,
which indicated that data were likely missing at random
(χ2(96)= 108.37, ns). Based on this result, cases with
missing values were included in the analyses using full-
information maximum likelihood estimation (Little and
Rubin 1987).

Procedure

Data of Wave 1 from this two-wave longitudinal study were
gathered in the context of a course on developmental psy-
chology. Undergraduate students were asked to invite two
adolescents who were in their final year of secondary school
to participate in this study, as well as their mother and/or
father. The participating families, who all lived in the
Dutch-speaking part of Belgium, were visited at home in
order to hand them a set of paper-and-pencil questionnaires.
This was done after having obtained active informed con-
sent from all parties. Participation in the study was volun-
tary and confidentiality was guaranteed. All participants
were assigned a unique code to ensure confidential treat-
ment of the data. About 1 year later (with a maximum range
of 2 month), all mothers were invited by phone to partici-
pate again in the study. Ethical approval for this study was
granted by the organizing university’s Institutional Review
Board.

Measures

Attachment representations (Time 1, mother and father
report)

A short version of the Experiences in Close Relationships
Scale-Revised (Fraley et al. 2000) was used to measure
maternal and paternal anxious and avoidant attachment.
More specifically, mothers and fathers were asked to rate
the 12 attachment statements about their current partner.
The anxiety scale (6 items) taps into feelings of fear of
abandonment and strong desires for interpersonal merger
(e.g., “I worry about being abandoned by my partner”). The
avoidance scale (6 items) assesses discomfort with close-
ness, dependence, and intimate self-disclosure (e.g., “I
prefer not to show my partner how I feel deep down”). Items
were rated on a 7-point scale ranging from “not at all” to
“very much”. The reliability and validity of the anxious and
avoidant attachment scale are well-documented (e.g., Sibley
et al. 2005; Sibley and Liu 2004). In this study, Cronbach
alphas for mothers were .78 and .89 for attachment anxiety
and avoidance, respectively. Cronbach alphas for fathers
were .86 both for attachment anxiety and avoidance.

Separation anxiety (Time 1, mother and father report)

Maternal and paternal separation anxiety were measured
using the Anxiety about Distancing (AAD) scale of the
Parents of Adolescents Separation Anxiety Scale (Hock
et al. 2001). The AAD scale counts 21 items and measures
parents’ negative emotions experienced in response to their
children’s increasing independence and imminent leave-
taking (e.g., “ I feel sad when I realize my teenager no
longer likes to do the things that we used to enjoy doing
together.”). Items are rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1
(not at all) to 5 (very much). Reliability and validity of the
AAD is well documented (Hock et al. 2001). In this study,
Cronbach alphas were .89 and .92 for maternal and paternal
separation anxiety, respectively.

Overprotection (Time 1, adolescent report)

Perceived overprotection was measured using the six par-
ental anxious overprotectiveness subscales of the Multi-
dimensional Overprotective Parenting Scale (Kins and
Soenens 2013). Each of the subscales count 5 items,
resulting in 30 items in total, representing six components
of anxious overprotection: anxious rearing (e.g., “My
mother / father shows me the possible risks in everything I
do”), premature problem solving (e.g., “My mother / father
has been trying to solve my own problems without me
doing anything”), babying (e.g., “My mother / father is
treating me in a childish way”), privacy invasion (e.g., “My
mother / father violates my privacy”), hyperactivation of
emotions (e.g., “When something happens to me, it seems
my mother / father is more upset than I am”), and general
items on parental overprotection (e.g., “My mother/father is
overprotective”). Previous research revealed good psycho-
metric properties (Kins and Soenens 2013). Cronbach alpha
in the present study was .91 for adolescent report on both
perceived maternal and paternal overprotection.

Maternal negative affect regarding the adolescent’s home-
leaving (Time 2, mother report)

At Time 2, mothers reported upon how they would feel (or
actually felt) about their child’s home-leaving. An adapted
version of the Negative Affect Schedule (Watson et al.
1988) was used to tap into maternal negative feelings.
Thereby, mothers filled out six items tapping into negative
feelings when thinking about the time when their emerging
adult will be (or was) leaving the parental home. Specifi-
cally, the following instructions were given to all mothers:
“When you think (or think back) at the moment your son/
daughter will leave (or has left) the parental home…”. Six
negative emotions are specified and adapted to focus spe-
cifically on the parent-child separation (e.g., “…, I feel sad
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because I will miss him/her”). A Likert scale, ranging from
1 (completely not true) to 5 (completely true), was used for
this questionnaire. Chronbach alpha in the present study
was .75.

Adolescents’ living situation (Time 2, mother report)

At wave 2, a single item measure was used to assess the
emerging adults’ living situation. The item reads: “My son/
daughter is: living at home (item score= 1) / living away
from home (e.g., in a student’s flat, item score= 2)”.

Data Analyses

Before examining the two central research questions, we
tested for the role of several relevant background variables
by performing a MANCOVA, with age and number of
children as covariates and with gender, family structure and
place in the birth order (youngest, oldest, in between) as
fixed factors, and with the variables of interest as dependent
variables. To examine our first research question (i.e.,
investigating parental correlates of both maternal and
paternal overprotection) using APIM (see Fig. 1: Model 1),
we conducted Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) using
MPlus (Muthén and Muthén 2012). Specifically, we
investigated the link between parental attachment repre-
sentations, separation anxiety and perceived overprotection.
To investigate our second research question we also used
SEM but now including both Wave 1 and 2 and only
relying on data regarding the mother-child relationship (see
Fig. 1: Model 2). Specifically, we investigated the link
between maternal separation anxiety, perceived maternal

overprotection and two outcomes variables, that is, maternal
negative affect regarding home-leaving and the emerging
adult’s living situation. We evaluated model fit (both for
research aim 1 and 2) based on a combined consideration of
the Chi-square statistic (χ²), the Comparative Fit Index
(CFI), the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA) and the Standardized Root-Mean-square Resi-
dual (SRMR). The χ² should be as small as possible. A CFI
value of .90 or higher indicates a reasonable fit, whereas an
RMSEA value of .06 or lower and a SRMR value of .08 or
lower indicate acceptable fit (Kline 2010).

Results

Correlations among the study variables are presented in
Table 1. As expected, both in mothers and fathers, attach-
ment anxiety correlated positively with parental separation
anxiety. Parental avoidant attachment only correlated sig-
nificantly positively with separation anxiety in fathers.
Further, maternal and paternal separation anxiety correlated
positively with both maternal and paternal overprotection
(as reported by the adolescent). The correlation between
anxious and avoidant attachment and overprotection was
non-significant in mothers. In fathers, the association
between anxious attachment and overprotection was non-
significant, whereas the association between paternal avoi-
dant attachment and paternal overprotection was negative.
The second part of Table 1 shows correlations among the
study variables of wave 1 and two maternal outcome vari-
ables as measured on wave 2. Maternal separation anxiety
and overprotection significantly correlated with both

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables

Variable Ax(M) Av(M) SA(M) OPm(A) Ax(F) Av(F) SA(F) OPf(A) LS NA (M)

Anxious attachment (M) _

Avoidant attachment (M) .42*** _

Separation anxiety (M) .29*** .10 _

Overprotection mother (A) .09 −.08 .32*** _

Anxious attachment (F) .27*** .30*** .13† −.04 _

Avoidant attachment (F) .30*** .35*** .08 .01 .49*** _

Separation anxiety (F) .23** .12† .37*** .25*** .32*** .18** _

Overprotection father (A) .14* −.08 .18** .51*** .01 −.17* .26*** _

Living situation (1–2; home
or not)

−.05 .02 −.20* −.27** −.04 .03 −.25** −.30*** _

Negative affect transition
(M)

.01 .05 .58*** .35*** .06 .10 .22* .27** −.20* –

Mean 2.44 2.55 2.50 15.29 2.43 2.60 2.37 13.64 1.42 5.11

Standard Deviation 0.97 1.09 0.51 3.21 1.11 1.06 0.51 3.04 0.50 1.24

M mother report, F father report, A adolescent report
† p< .10, * p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p< .001
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outcome variables, that is, maternal negative affect with
regard to adolescent home-leaving and the actual living
situation of the emerging adult, with higher scores on
maternal separation anxiety and overprotection being rela-
ted to a higher likelihood that the emerging adult still lived
at home. Table 1 also presents the means and standard
deviations of all study variables.

Next, we examined differences in the study variables in
terms of age (adolescent, mother and father), adolescents’
gender, family structure, number of children and the ado-
lescents’ place in the birth order. No significant multivariate
effects were obtained for age (Wilk’s Lambda= .88; F(10,
82)= 1.11, p> .05; Wilk’s Lambda= .88; F(10, 82)=
1.09, p> .05; Wilk’s Lambda= .87; F(10, 82)= 1.20, p
> .05, for adolescents’, mother’s and father’s age, respec-
tively), for adolescents’ gender (Wilk’s Lambda= .84; F
(10, 82)= 1.60, p> .05), family structure (Wilk’s Lambda
= .79; F(20, 164)= 1.02, p> .05), number of children
(Wilk’s Lambda= .92; F(10, 82)= 0.67, p> .05) nor place
in birth order (Wilk’s Lambda= .74; F(30, 241)= 0.89, p
> .05). Further, none of the two- or three-way interactions
between the background variables had a significant effect
(p> .05).

In a following step, we conducted SEM with latent
variables. A first step was to inspect the measurement
model. To model the nine latent variables in the measure-
ment model (maternal as well as paternal attachment anxi-
ety and avoidance, maternal and paternal separation anxiety,

maternal and paternal overprotection as reported by the
adolescent, and maternal negative affect regarding home-
leaving), we made use of parceling. The parcels for
attachment and separation anxiety each consisted of a set of
three randomly selected items. Further, there were six par-
cels for perceived maternal and paternal overprotection,
each consisting of a subscale of the anxious overprotection
questionnaire. Finally, there were six parcels for maternal
negative effect consisted of the six items of the scale. The
measurement model (χ²(552)= 858.56; CFI= .93;
RMSEA= .05; SRMR= .06) had 36 indicators with sig-
nificant (p< .001) and moderate to strong loadings on the
eight latent factors, ranging from .37 to .96 (mean λ= .75).

Figure 2 (APIM model) provides a visual depiction of
our first model including actor and partner effects between
parental attachment representations, separation anxiety and
the association with perceived maternal and paternal over-
protection. The structural model showed good model fit
(χ²(379)= 633.70; CFI= .94; RMSEA= .05; SRMR
= .07). For maternal attachment anxiety, there was a sig-
nificant actor effect with maternal separation anxiety, indi-
cating that mothers with more anxious attachment
representations (towards their partner) also experience more
separation anxiety (towards their child). Further, for pater-
nal attachment anxiety, there was both a significant actor
effect and a partner effect with paternal separation anxiety.
The actor effect indicates that fathers with more anxious
attachment representations (towards their partner) also
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experience more separation anxiety (towards their child),
and the partner effect indicates that anxious attachment in
mothers also relates to more separation anxiety in fathers.
For attachment avoidance, there were no significant actor
nor partner effects on parental separation anxiety. For
maternal and paternal separation anxiety, there were sig-
nificant actor effects with maternal and paternal over-
protection respectively, indicating that parents with more
separation anxiety also show more parental overprotection
as perceived by their adolescent child. Finally, there was
one marginally significant partner effect between paternal
separation anxiety and maternal overprotection.

Figure 3 (Prospective model) provides a visual depiction
of our second model investigating the link between mater-
nal attachment representations, maternal separation anxiety,
maternal overprotection, and the relation with emerging
adults’ living situation and maternal negative effect
regarding adolescent home-leaving. The structural model
showed good model fit (χ²(201)= 310.10; CFI= .95;
RMSEA= .05; SRMR= .07). Maternal separation anxiety
was linked with more maternal negative affect regarding
home-leaving both directly, and indirectly via perceived
maternal overprotection. Further, maternal overprotection
was significantly linked to the emerging adults’ living
situation. Specifically, higher scores on perceived over-
protection were related to a greater likelihood of living at
home.

As the link between Time 1 maternal separation anxiety,
perceived overprotection and Time 2 maternal negative
affect regarding home-leaving could be different for emer-
ging adults with a different actual living situation at Time 2
(i.e., moderation by living situation), a multigroup analysis
was conducted comparing a constrained model (in which
the loadings were set to be invariant across parents whose
adolescents did or did not leave the parental home) with an
unconstrained model (in which these parameters were freely
estimated across groups). Possibly, depending on the home-
leaving experience they went through, maternal separation
anxiety could be more (or less) strongly associated with
maternal negative affect regarding home-leaving. We

examined the difference in chi-square (Δχ²), the Compara-
tive Fit Index (ΔCFI) and the Non-Normed Fit Index
(ΔNNFI) to compare the models. We assumed equivalence
when two of the three following criteria were met (Cheung
and Rensvold 2002; Vandenberg and Lance 2000): a non-
significant difference in Chi-square, a difference in CFI
lower than .01 and a difference in NNFI lower than .02. All
three criteria were met (Δχ²(6)= 7.25, p> .05; ΔCFI< .01;
ΔNNFI< .02), which indicates that there are no significant
differences between the structural models for mothers of
adolescents who did vs. who did not leave the parental
home.

Discussion

The present study had two central research aims, that is, (a)
investigating parental attachment representations and par-
ental separation anxiety as possible correlates of perceived
overprotective parenting, and (b) investigating mother’s
own experiences regarding child’s home-leaving as well as
the actual living situation of the emerging adult as two
important correlates of maternal separation anxiety and
overprotection. The strengths of this study were four-fold.
First, this study investigates an interesting and innovative
research question focusing on parental characteristics that
could explain why some parents are more overprotective
than others during emerging adulthood. Second, the present
study included both mothers and fathers using an Actor
Partner Interdependence Model. Third, whereas previous
research typically investigated the implications of over-
protective parenting for adolescent well-being (see Segrin
et al. 2015), this study examined relations with the parents’
experiences, as we investigated the mothers’ negative affect
associated with the home-leaving process. Finally, in
addition to investigating parental negative affect regarding
adolescent home-leaving, the present study included an
objective behavioral outcome, that is, the emerging adult’s
living situation.

Attachment 
anxiety partner 

(M) 

.39*** 

Maternal 
separation 

anxiety (M) 

Maternal 
overprotection 

(A) 

Attachment 
avoidance 

partner (M) 

.51*** 

Negative affect 
transition 

(M)

Emerging adults’ 
living situation 

(M)

.35*** 
.19* 

-.22** 

.64*** 

-.10 

-.13 

-.03 

Fig. 3 Prospective model

J Child Fam Stud



The first aim of this study was to investigate the parental
correlates of perceived overprotective parenting in emerging
adulthood, an age period during which parental over-
protection might hamper emerging adults’ successful reso-
lution of a number of developmental goals. Consistent with
previous research (Cooklin et al. 2013; Mayseless and Scher
2000), the results suggest that parents’ anxious attachment
representations were associated with more separation anxi-
ety, which in turn related to more perceived parental over-
protection. Further, an APIM approach allowed us to
investigate whether there were also partner effects in the
link between attachment, separation anxiety and over-
protection. We found evidence for one significant and one
marginally significant partner effect. That is, mothers’
anxious attachment not only related to their own feelings of
separation anxiety but also predicted more paternal
separation anxiety towards the child. Further, fathers’
separation anxiety not only related to perceived paternal
overprotection but also predicted more maternal over-
protection (albeit only marginally so). According to the
family system theory (Cox and Paley 1997), the existence
of partner influences may suggest that the quality of inter-
parental relationships also matter when considering the
fathers’ and mothers’ use of parenting techniques. Further,
the present study results are in accordance with the spillover
hypothesis (e.g., Erel and Burman 1995) which assumes
that individuals’ functioning in one subsystem (e.g., parental
relationship) has an impact on individuals’ functioning in
another subsystem (e.g., parent–child relationship). Speci-
fically, the current results seem to suggest that the quality of
the parental relationship (i.e., which is characterized here by
jealousy and fear and vigilance concerning abandonment
and rejection) may spill over and affect the parent-child
relationship. Particularly, when interacting with their child,
fathers may be affected by the anxious feelings, behaviors
and cognitions of mothers as shown in the parental
relationship.

A second aim of the current study was to investigate
mothers’ own experiences of their child’s home-leaving as a
correlate of maternal separation anxiety and overprotection.
The present study found support that maternal separation
anxiety (which may be seen as a direct manifestation of
parental attachment anxiety) is directly related to more
maternal negative affect regarding home-leaving. This
association is in line with the assumptions of attachment
theory (Bowlby 1973, 1980) as anxiously attached mothers
are expected to perceive mother–child separation as threa-
tening and stressful. Note that the strength of this associa-
tion was quite strong in the present study (β= .64, p
< .001). However, this was not totally unexpected, as pre-
vious research investigating the link between maternal
separation anxiety and experienced tension regarding an
adult child–parent conversation about friendship already

yielded a correlation of .34 (p< .01) (Wuyts et al. 2017). If
talking about the topic of peer relations already constitutes a
threat and a source of stress for parents high on separation
anxiety, it makes sense that the process of leaving the
parental home is even more stressful and threatening to
parents high on separation anxiety. Further, maternal
separation anxiety is also indirectly related to maternal
negative affect regarding home-leaving through maternal
overprotection. In line with previous preliminary findings
(see Wuyts et al. 2017), it seems that maternal over-
protection does not only lead to negative consequences for
who is receiving it (e.g., emerging adult) but also for who is
displaying it (i.e., the mother herself). An interesting avenue
for future research is to examine associations between
maternal separation anxiety, maternal overprotection and
more general outcomes of maternal mental health (e.g.,
maternal depressive symptoms, see Hock and Schirtzinger
1992). Further, although maternal separation anxiety and
overprotection may play an important role as predictors of
maternal well-being (especially during specific phases in
life such as the empty nest phase), maternal mental health
status may also have an influence on maternal parenting
behaviors (e.g., Gustafsson et al. 2012). As such, future
longitudinal research is needed to investigate this issue.

Finally, the present study found support for a link
between maternal overprotection and the actual living
situation of the emerging adult 1 year later. Specifically,
more maternal overprotection predicted a higher likelihood
of the emerging adult still living at home. For anxiously
attached parents, overprotection seems to provide an
“adaptive” strategy to temporarily postpone the impending
separation and thus to deactivate the attachment system
(Hock et al. 2001). However, for the emerging adult (taking
into account their developmental tasks, e.g., reorganization
of the living situation), prolonged staying at home driven by
parental overprotection may form a challenge (see Kins
et al. 2014). Research has indeed shown that emerging
adults who feel pressured to stay at home display lower
well-being compared to those who freely choose to stay
home (Kins et al. 2009). Under overprotective and pres-
suring conditions, daily parental monitoring might for
example limit emerging adults’ exploration of possibilities
in a variety of domains (e.g., love, work, and worldviews).

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Although this study contributed to a greater understanding
of parental factors related to overprotective parenting in
emerging adulthood, some limitations are worthy of dis-
cussion. First, as the current study relied mainly on a cross-
sectional measurement of the parental variables, our find-
ings do not provide a sufficient base for inferring direction
of effects. As such, future research should provide a specific
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test on the direction of effects in associations between
parental attachment, separation anxiety and overprotection.
Although anxious attachment representations and separation
anxiety are expected to induce more overprotective par-
enting (George and Solomon 2008), parental overprotection
could also trigger feelings of reactance and rejection and,
ironically, might push the emerging adult away from the
parents, thereby reinforcing the parents’ anxious attachment
representations. Further, while parental factors (e.g.,
attachment representations and separation anxiety) shape
parenting behaviors (e.g., overprotection), the mother–child
relationship is transactional as parenting also responds to
children’s behavior. As such, it may be that adolescents who
demonstrate frequent or intensive difficult behaviors (e.g.,
children who are less predictable, more reactive and less
able to self-regulate) elicit more concern, worry, and pro-
tective behaviors in their parents (Cooklin et al. 2013). As
such, future research is needed to disentangle these
dynamics.

Second, it should be noted that our sample generally
consisted of well-adjusted Dutch-speaking Caucasian
families. This sets limitations to the generalizability of the
findings. Future research relying on more heterogeneous
samples (in terms of ethnicity, socio-economic status, and
family structure) is needed to further test the validity of the
model proposed here. Further, as the present study only
included maternal data at Wave 2 with a significant amount
of drop-out, future research should invest in the recruitment
and follow-up of all relevant parties (including fathers).

Third, although the current study provides new insights
in the role of several parental factors related to over-
protective parenting, future research should also incorporate
other parental factors (e.g., parents’ personality), child fac-
tors (e.g., emerging adult’s relationship status) and envir-
onmental factors. Regarding the influence of environmental
factors, recent research applying a broader socioecological
perspective has found associations between high separation
anxiety (postpartum) and social adversity (including finan-
cial hardship, residing in a poor quality neighborhood, and
receiving inadequate social support) (Cooklin et al. 2013).
This suggests that high maternal separation anxiety might
also be a response to environmental circumstances rather
than being fully determined by personal factors (e.g.,
attachment representations). Regarding child factors, chil-
dren’s difficult behaviors may elicit certain parenting
behaviors (as outlined above), but child factors (such as
child temperament and child health problems) may also
explain why two variables are related. For example,
regarding the link between overprotection and the emerging
adult’s actual living situation, caution is needed in drawing
firm conclusions. Possibly, the link between perceived
overprotection and living situation is caused by third vari-
ables such as temperament. Further, children’s own

attachment representations could be investigated as an
important child factor.
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