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Abstract

Previous research offers evidence for how overprotective par-

enting is related to psychosocial maladjustment among ado-

lescents, and documents the parent- related and child- related 

antecedents of overprotective parenting. Using a family sys-

tems perspective, the present study aimed at extending this 

knowledge by looking into contextual determinants of over-

protective parenting. More specifically, the goal of this study 

was to examine associations between adolescents’ perceptions 

of the coparental relationship (i.e., the way parental figures 

relate to each other in their role as parents) and overprotec-

tive parenting, which in turn was expected to relate to more 

adolescent anxiety symptoms. A sample of 174 Swiss adoles-

cents (Mage =16.99 years, 73% girls) completed questionnaires 

assessing their perceptions of the coparental relationship (in 

terms of cooperation, conflict, and triangulation), overpro-

tective parenting, and symptoms of anxiety. Analyses indi-

cated that triangulation, in particular, was uniquely related 

to higher levels of overprotective parenting, which in turn was 

associated with more anxiety symptoms among adolescents. 

These results provide evidence for the importance of consid-

ering the larger family systems context for understanding the 

dynamics involved in overprotective parenting. Theoretical 

and clinical implications of these findings are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION
During the last decade, the phenomenon of overprotective parenting has been the object of 
considerable scientific scrutiny. Studies conducted among adolescents and young adults in-
dicate that overprotective parenting may have detrimental consequences, as it may put youth 
at risk for developing a host of psychosocial difficulties, including social anxiety (Spokas & 
Heimberg, 2009), more depressive symptoms (Schiffrin et al., 2014), and more internalizing 
and externalizing problems (Van Petegem et al., 2020). In addition, research on the anteced-
ents of overprotective parenting has identified a number of parent characteristics (e.g., paren-
tal separation anxiety, Brenning et al., 2017; parental neuroticism, Coplan et al., 2009) and 
child characteristics (e.g., an inhibited temperament, Coplan et al., 2009; and perceived child 
vulnerability due to chronic illness, Hullmann et al., 2010) that may serve as determinants of 
overprotective parenting. Thus, past work has mostly considered overprotective parenting as 
a phenomenon that occurs within the parent– child dyad (and the mother– child dyad, in par-
ticular; e.g., Brussoni & Olsen, 2013; Wu et al., 2020). This is potentially problematic, as such a 
restricted focus on either child or parent factors may reinforce an implicit rhetoric where either 
the child or the parent (and the mother, in particular) is to blame for the child's psychosocial 
and developmental difficulties (Bristow, 2014; Garey & Arendell, 2001; Welsh, 2020). This can 
be overcome by focusing on potential contextual factors, which are generally overlooked in 
the literature on parental overprotection. Drawing upon family systems theory (Cox & Paley, 
2003), we aimed to test whether characteristics of the coparental relationship, which involves 
the way parental figures relate to each other in their role as parents (McHale & Lindahl, 2011), 
are associated with overprotective parenting during adolescence, which in turn was expected 
to relate to more adolescent anxiety. Such a focus on the coparenting relationship is not only 
important for gaining insight into its potential benefits for children's and adolescents’ develop-
ment but also may help to overcome the view that child- rearing is the sole responsibility of the 
mother (Frascarolo et al., 2016).

Overprotective parenting during adolescence

Parental overprotection refers to parents’ provision of protection that is excessive, considering 
the child's developmental level (Holmbeck et al., 2002; Thomasgard et al., 1995). Particularly, 
during adolescence and young adulthood, developmental periods characterized by children's 
increasing strive for independence and self- reliance, there may be a higher risk for parents to 
protect their offspring in ways that do not meet their developmental needs (Guttman & Eccles, 
2007). During adolescence, parental overprotection may take many forms, including parents’ 
tendency to solve adolescents’ problems without help being requested, an excessive preoccupa-
tion with adolescents’ health and safety, and a tendency to warn the adolescent about every 
potential danger in their environment (e.g., Brenning et al., 2017; Omer et al., 2016). Although 
often well- intentioned, overprotection may backfire as it is hypothesized to interfere with a 
child's development of resilience and coping skills, potentially contributing to anxiety and 
other mental health problems, such as depression, disordered eating, and behavior problems 
(Parker, 1983; Taborelli et al., 2013; Zimmer- Gembeck & Skinner, 2016). In that respect, a con-
siderable body of research confirms that parental overprotection is an important risk factor 
for psychosocial difficulties, including internalizing and externalizing problems (Van Petegem 
et al., 2020), academic difficulties (Schiffrin & Liss, 2017), and anxiety symptoms in particular 
(McLeod et al., 2007). For instance, in a longitudinal study, Spokas and Heimberg (2009) found 
that recollections of overprotective parenting during childhood relate to increases in social 
anxiety among students when they entered their first year at university. Similarly, LeMoyne 
and Buchanan (2011) found that overprotective parenting relates to lowered psychological 
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well- being, to a higher likelihood of having a prescription of medication for anxiety and de-
pression, and to a higher likelihood of non- prescribed consumption of pain medication.

Furthermore, past research has also yielded insights into the potential determinants of over-
protective parenting. Specifically, previous research identified a number of factors related to 
the child, mostly involving (parental perceptions of) child vulnerability, such as mental health 
problems (e.g., anxiety disorders; Hudson & Rapee, 2001), chronic pain (Anno et al., 2015), or 
perceived vulnerability due to pediatric conditions (Hullmann et al., 2010). Similarly, specific 
temperamental factors can also elicit overprotective parenting strategies. For instance, in a 
longitudinal study among parents of 2-  to 4- year- olds, Rubin et al., (1999) found that parents 
who rated their child as shy and inhibited were more likely to constrain their child's indepen-
dence in order to avoid psychological or physical risk 2  years later. Furthermore, previous 
research identified a number of parent factors that are associated with a greater use of over-
protective parenting strategies, such as parental anxiety (Segrin et al., 2013) and neuroticism 
(Coplan et al., 2009). For instance, in a study among mothers of young adults, Brenning et al., 
(2017) found that a maternal anxious attachment style was related to more maternal separation 
anxiety, which in turn was associated with more overprotective parenting and a tendency to 
experience the child's home leaving as a negative event. Furthermore, in another study, it was 
found that children of a parent with a clinical diagnosis of anxiety disorder more often per-
ceived that parent as overprotective, as compared to children from a control sample (Lindhout 
et al., 2006). However, while factors specific to the parent and the child provide a certain 
understanding of the determinants of overprotective parenting, it is necessary to consider con-
textual sources of stress and support in which the parent– child relationship is embedded in 
order to gain a more comprehensive view (Bornstein, 2016; Lerner et al., 2018). A focus on 
family contextual determinants may help to put the phenomenon of overprotective parenting 
into perspective through the consideration of the larger family context in which such behaviors 
occur. Drawing upon family systems perspectives (e.g., Bowen, 1978; Cox & Paley, 1997, 2003; 
Minuchin, 1974), we argue for the importance of considering the coparental relationship as a 
contextual determinant for the understanding as to why some parents engage in overprotective 
parenting.

The coparental context of adolescent development

According to family systems perspectives (e.g., Cox & Paley, 2003; Minuchin, 1985), the family 
can be conceived as a dynamic system, composed of multiple subsystems, such as the parent– 
child subsystem and the coparental subsystem. Coparenting refers to the coordination between 
any two (or more) adults who share the responsibility for the upbringing of a child (McHale 
et al., 2019). Previous research shows that coparenting dynamics help to explain why inter-
parental conflict may affect the parent– child relationship and children's adjustment (Albert 
Sznitman et al., 2019; Bonds & Gondoli, 2007; Teubert & Pinquart, 2010). More generally, 
family system theorists stress the importance of considering coparenting dynamics for under-
standing how the family contributes to child development (e.g., McHale & Irace, 2011). Herein, 
we expected that coparental triangulation, in particular, would be linked to more overprotec-
tive parenting, which in turn would relate to more adolescent anxiety.

In the literature, the term triangulation is used in somewhat different ways, but it essentially 
refers to the process of avoiding or diverting parental conflicts through the involvement of the 
child in these conflicts (Grych, 2002). This may take several forms, such as the formation of 
cross- generational coalitions (i.e., an alliance between one parent and the child against an-
other parent) or the detouring of the conflict by focusing on problems exhibited by the child; 
Grych, 2002; Minuchin et al., 1975; Teubert & Pinquart, 2010). Typically, triangulating the 
child is forwarded as a strategy to avoid facing the potential tension or underlying conflict 
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that exists within the parental relationship (Bowen, 1978; Kerig, 1995; Minuchin, 1974). By 
diverting attention onto the child's difficulties or problems, the parental subsystem is tem-
porarily relieved of the underlying tension and stress existing within the subsystem (Bowen, 
1978; Charles, 2001; Parker, 1983). Thus, by becoming overly involved with the child, parents 
submerge their conflict and dissolve the stress, anxiety, or conflict that exists between them 
(Minuchin et al., 1978). In other words, overprotective parenting may represent a direct be-
havioral expression of the underlying triangulation dynamic that operates within the family. 
Similarly, cross- generational coalitions may also bring about overinvolvement and enmesh-
ment between the allied parent and the child (Grych, 2002). As the child becomes part of 
an alliance with one parent against the other parent, interpersonal boundaries may become 
violated, engendering overprotective, and invasive parenting practices (Afifi, 2003; Bell et al., 
2001). In this case as well, the child becomes involved in the parental conflict, which allows 
the family system to have the tension deflected and diffused within the system (Dumont, 2019; 
Kerr & Bowen, 1988). As the child is brought in between the parents, the stress and tension 
within the system are reduced in the short run.

However, triangulating the child through the use of overprotective practices is problematic 
in the long term, as the family system continues to need the child to maintain its homeostasis 
(Bell et al., 2001; Kerig, 1995; Minuchin et al., 1978). In addition, these triadic interaction pat-
terns imply boundary violations as the child must negotiate between parents and manage con-
flicting loyalties (Amato & Afifi, 2006; Margolin et al., 2001). This is particularly problematic 
during the transitional phase of adolescence, where the principal developmental tasks (e.g., 
identity formation, demands for independence, and orientation toward peers) necessitate a 
rebalancing of the family system and a (re- )negotiation of the rules and roles; thus, challenging 
the entire system (Bowen, 1978; Grych, 2002; Minuchin et al., 1975). Triangulation may, thus, 
be experienced as particularly interfering and overbearing during this developmental phase, 
and may hamper adolescents’ healthy development. As far as we are aware, however, no stud-
ies have explicitly examined whether triangulation is associated with overprotective parenting 
during adolescence, and whether this in turn is associated with adolescents’ maladjustment (cf. 
Favez & Frascarolo, 2013). Thereby, we focused on adolescent anxiety as a specific indicator of 
adolescent maladjustment, as theoretical accounts stress that dysfunctional coparenting and 
overprotective parenting contributes to the development of anxiety in particular (Majdandžić 
et al., 2012; McLeod et al., 2007).

The present study

The overall objective of the current investigation is to put the phenomenon of overprotective 
parenting into a larger context, by exploring whether specific coparenting dynamics are linked 
to parents’ engagement in overprotective parenting, and whether overprotection, in turn, is 
linked to higher levels of adolescent anxiety. We thereby made use of adolescents’ perceptions 
of coparenting and overprotective parenting, as it has been argued that their perceptions and 
interpretations ultimately matter most for understanding how the family contributes to their 
development (e.g., Hendriks et al., 2018; Kerig, 1995). The first goal was to examine whether 
coparental triangulation uniquely related to more perceived overprotective parenting, thereby 
controlling for coparental cooperation (i.e., the degree to which there is open communication, 
trust, and mutual loyalty and respect regarding child- rearing issues) and conflict (i.e., the ex-
tent to which parents argue and fight with regards to the child's upbringing; Feinberg, 2003; 
Teubert & Pinquart, 2010). The second goal was to test a spillover hypothesis (Erel & Burman, 
1995); that is, we examined whether coparental triangulation related to more overprotective 
parenting, which, in turn, was hypothesized to be associated with more anxiety symptoms.
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METHOD

Sample and procedure

Our sample consisted of 174 adolescents, living in the French- speaking part of Switzerland. 
Participants ranged in age between 16 and 19 years (M = 16.99, SD =0.60). The sample is com-
posed of somewhat more girls (73%) than boys. Furthermore, the majority of our participants 
(79%) reported living with both biological parents, whereas 19% of the participants’ parents 
were separated and 2% reported another family constellation. The data were taken from a larger 
ongoing longitudinal study. At Wave 1, participating adolescents were in ninth grade and were 
recruited through public schools, situated in both urban and rural regions of the Canton Vaud. 
The present data were taken from Wave 5 (which was 2.5 years after Wave 1). Participants who 
have agreed to participate in the longitudinal study were sent paper- and- pencil questionnaires 
at home. We included all participating adolescents who have completed the questionnaires of 
interest for the present study. Through an informed consent, participants were informed about 
the confidential treatment of their data and the voluntary nature of their participation, which is 
in compliance with the ethical standards of the Swiss Society of Psychology (SSP).

Measures

Participants completed French versions of the questionnaires. A validated French version of 
the coparenting questionnaire was already available (Zimmermann et al., 2020). The other 
questionnaires were translated following the recommendations of the International Test 
Commission (Hambleton, 2001).

Perceived coparenting

We measured adolescents’ perceptions of coparenting using the Coparenting Inventory for 
Parents and Adolescents (CI- PA; Teubert & Pinquart, 2011) that assesses the coparenting di-
mensions of triangulation, cooperation, and conflict. Specifically, adolescents reported on 
their perceptions of the coparental relationship at the dyadic level (four items for each dimen-
sion, totaling 12 items: e.g., “My parents agree on whether I did something wrong or not”, 
reverse coded, for perceived dyadic conflict), and their perceptions of each parents’ contribu-
tion to the coparental relationship (five items for cooperation, four items for conflict, and four 
items for triangulation, totaling 13 items for each parental figure; e.g., “My mother speaks 
about my father as a good person”, for perceived maternal contribution to coparental coopera-
tion; and, e.g., “My father uses me as leverage in his arguments with my mother”, for perceived 
paternal contribution to triangulation). Items were rated on a Likert- type scale, ranging 1 (Not 
at all true) to 5 (Completely true). Previous studies offered evidence for the reliability and va-
lidity of this measure (e.g., Teubert & Pinquart, 2011; Zimmermann et al., 2020). The internal 
consistencies of the different subscales ranged between.77 and.93 (see Table 1).

Perceived overprotective parenting

Adolescents reported on their perceptions of overprotective parenting using a shortened version of 
the Multidimensional Overprotective Parenting Scale (MOPS; Kins & Soenens, 2013). As in previ-
ous research (e.g., Brenning et al., 2017), we wanted to assess six components of overprotective par-
enting (i.e., premature problem solving, anxious rearing, infantilization, emotional hyperactivation, 
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privacy invasion, and general perceptions of overprotection). The full version of the MOPS consists 
of five items for each component, totaling 30 items. A shortened version was derived using data 
from a non- published data set composed of 581 adolescents (59% girls, age range =14– 19 years). 
Specifically, we performed an exploratory factor analysis on the items of each component, and we 
selected the two highest loading items for each component, resulting in a 12- item shortened version 
of the MOPS. This version had a good reliability (α = 0.87), correlated strongly with the full 30- 
item version (r = 0.96, p < 0.001), and related to relevant variables in ways that were highly similar 
to the 30- item version (e.g., perceived autonomy- supportive parenting, r12item = −0.47, p < 0.001, 
vs. r30item = −0.47, p < 0.001; parental responsiveness, r12item = −0.22, p < 0.001, vs. r30item = −0.19, 
p < 0.001; perceived controlling parenting, r12item =0.49, p < 0.001, vs. r30item =0.48, p < 0.001; and 
adolescent self- esteem, r12item = −0.12, p < 0.01, vs. r30item = −0.11, p < 0.01). Example items are “My 
parents often intervene in things that I could actually solve myself” and “My parents show me the 
possible risks in everything I do”. Participants indicated the degree to which they agreed with each 
statement, using a scale ranging from 1 (Completely disagree) to 5 (Completely agree). In the present 
study sample, this 12- item version was reliable (α = 0.89).

Adolescent anxiety

Adolescents reported upon their symptoms of anxiety, making use of the generalized anxiety 
subscale of the Screen for Child Anxiety Related Emotional Disorders (SCARED; Birmaher 
et al., 1997). Participants rated the 9 items of this subscale (e.g., “I worry about things work-
ing out for me”) based on the severity of symptoms for the past 3 months on a 3- point scale, 
ranging from 0 (Not true or hardly ever true) to 2 (Very true or often true). The SCARED is an 
often- used and well- validated questionnaire (e.g., Birmaher et al., 1999), and was found to be 
reliable in our sample (α = 0.85).

Data analysis

As preliminary analyses, we first inspected means, standard deviations, and correlations be-
tween the variables of interest. In addition, we performed a MANCOVA to test for differences 
in our study variables in terms of sex, age, and family structure. Then, we examined the unique 
associations between overprotective parenting and the coparenting dimensions of triangula-
tion, cooperation, and conflict (cf. the first research question). This was done through three 
regression analyses, focusing separately on adolescents’ perceptions of coparenting at the dy-
adic level, and on their perceptions of mothers’ and fathers’ contribution to the coparenting 
relationship. In the next step, we estimated a structural equation model, where triangulation 
predicted overprotective parenting, which in turn would predict adolescent anxiety (cf. the sec-
ond research question). We modelled triangulation as a latent variable, using the three trian-
gulation subscales as indicators (adolescents’ perceptions of triangulation at the dyadic level, 
and their perceptions of fathers’ and mothers’ contribution to triangulation). Overprotective 
parenting and adolescent anxiety were also modelled as latent variables, each represented by 
three separate parcels that were created through a random selection of items of the respective 
scales (Little et al., 2002). We used robust ML estimation (MLR) to deal with non- normality 
observed in some of our variables. We evaluated model fit on the basis of a combined consid-
eration of the comparative fit index (CFI), standardized root- mean- square residual (SRMR), 
and the root- mean- square error of approximation (RMSEA). A cut- off of 0.90 for CFI, 0.08 
for RMSEA, and 0.10 for SRMR indicate a reasonable fit, whereas a CFI higher than 0.95, 
RMSEA below 0.06, and SRMR lower than 0.08 would indicate a good- fitting model (Hu & 
Bentler, 1999). We performed all analyses in R 3.5.3 (R Development Core Team, 2016).



8 |   FAMILY PROCESS

RESULTS

Preliminary analyses

Means, standard deviations, and correlations are presented in Table 1. Perceived overprotec-
tive parenting correlated significantly with all coparental dimensions (except with perceived 
paternal contribution to coparental cooperation), with higher scores on overprotective parent-
ing being strongly associated with more perceived triangulation, and moderately associated 
with more perceived coparental conflict and less perceived coparental cooperation. The mu-
tual relations between the coparenting dimensions were generally significant, except for the 
associations of perceived paternal contribution to coparental conflict with perceived paternal 
contribution to coparental cooperation and with perceived maternal contribution to copa-
rental conflict and cooperation. The triangulation dimensions generally related positively to 
the conflict dimensions and negatively to the cooperation dimensions, whereas the conflict 
dimensions were generally negatively associated with the cooperation dimensions. Finally, 
higher scores on adolescent anxiety related to significantly more perceived overprotective 
parenting, more perceived triangulation (for each of the three subscales), and more perceived 
paternal contribution to coparental conflict.

The MANCOVA, testing for differences in terms of sex, age, and family structure, indicated 
no significant multivariate effects for sex [F(11, 160) =1.34, p = 0.21] or age [F(11, 160) =0.68, 
p = 0.75]. The multivariate effect for family structure was significant [F(11, 160) =3.77, p < 0.001]. 
Univariate analyses indicated significant differences in terms of dyadic cooperation [F(1, 
170) =29.53, p < 0.001, Mtwo- parent =4.24 vs. Mother =3.46], maternal cooperation [F(1, 170) =20.04, 
p < 0.001, Mtwo- parent =4.09 vs. Mother =3.38], paternal cooperation [F(1, 170) =21.17, p < 0.001, 
Mtwo- parent =4.10 vs. Mother =3.38], dyadic conflict [F(1, 170) =19.55, p < 0.001, Mtwo- parent =2.06 vs. 
Mother =2.69], dyadic triangulation [F(1, 170) =5.23, p = 0.02, Mtwo- parent =2.02 vs. Mother =2.44], 
and maternal triangulation [F(1, 170) =4.12, p = 0.04, Mtwo- parent =2.14 vs. Mother =2.58]. Given 
these results, we controlled for family structure throughout our main analyses.

Main analyses

We first tested for the unique associations between perceived overprotective parenting and 
the coparenting dimensions of cooperation, conflict, and triangulation, through three lin-
ear regression analyses. The first regression analysis focused on coparenting at the dyadic 
level. The results are presented in Table 2, and indicated that higher levels of perceived tri-
angulation related uniquely to more perceived overprotective parenting. Dyadic coopera-
tion and conflict were not uniquely associated with overprotection. Results are similar when 
focusing on adolescents’ perceptions of mothers’ contribution to the coparental relation-
ship. As can be seen in Table 2, associations for maternal cooperation and conflict were 
non- significant, whereas higher levels of perceived maternal triangulation related uniquely 
to more overprotective parenting. Results regarding adolescents’ perceptions of fathers’ 
contribution to the coparental relationship indicate no significant unique association be-
tween perceived paternal cooperation and overprotective parenting. However, for adoles-
cents’ perceptions of fathers’ contribution to the coparental relationship, it was found that 
both perceived coparental conflict and triangulation uniquely related to more parental 
overprotection (see Table 2).1

 1As a set of ancillary tests, we repeated the initial regression analyses, thereby including adolescent anxiety as an additional 
predictor of overprotective parenting. The unique effects of adolescent anxiety on overprotective parenting were not significant, 
and the obtained associations between coparenting and overprotection were very similar to the results documented in the study.
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Then, we estimated a structural model to examine whether perceived triangulation pre-
dicted more perceived overprotective parenting, which in turn would predict more adolescent 
anxiety. We first estimated the measurement model, which yielded a good fit [χ2(24) =36.43, 
p = 0.05, CFI =0.98, RMSEA =0.06, SRMR =0.05]. Then, we estimated the structural equa-
tion model linking coparental triangulation to adolescent anxiety through overprotective 
parenting. The model fitted the data well [χ2(31) =43.75, p = 0.05, CFI =0.98, RMSEA =0.05, 
SRMR =0.06]. Results are depicted in Figure 1, and indicate that triangulation significantly 
predicted higher levels of overprotective parenting, which in turn predicted more adolescent 
anxiety. In addition, adding a direct path from triangulation to anxiety did not ameliorate 
the fit significantly [Δχ2(1) =1.79, p = 0.18, ΔCFI =0.001]. Moreover, the indirect effect of tri-
angulation on adolescent anxiety through overprotective parenting was significant (b = 0.15, 
p = 0.005).

As an ancillary analysis, we examined whether family structure moderated the relations 
depicted in Figure 1, using multigroup comparison analyses. First, we examined measure-
ment equivalence, by comparing a model with all factor loadings freely estimated with a 
model where the factor loadings were constrained to be equal across the two groups. The mul-
tigroup comparison provided evidence for measurement equivalence [Δχ²(6) =3.01, p = 0.81, 
ΔCFI  =0.003]. Then, we tested for structural equivalence by comparing an unconstrained 
model (where the two structural paths were estimated freely) with a constrained model (with 
these paths set equal across groups). These analyses suggest that the structural paths pre-
sented in Figure 1 are not significantly different for adolescents living with their two bi-
ological parents versus adolescents from other family constellations [Δχ²(2) =5.35, p = 0.07, 
ΔCFI =0.004].

DISCUSSION

Since a decade or so, there is a striking increase in attention to the phenomenon of overpro-
tective parenting, both in the scientific and the popular literature (e.g., Glass & Tabatsky, 
2014). Previous research efforts documented the implications of overprotective parenting for 
children's and adolescents’ development, as well as the parent- related and child- related ante-
cedents of overprotective parenting (e.g., Brenning et al., 2017). However, models describing de-
terminants of parenting (e.g., Bornstein, 2016) underscore the importance of also looking into 
contextual factors for explaining why parents rely upon certain parenting practices. Herein, 
we aimed to put the phenomenon of overprotective parenting into a family systems context, 
in order to better understand the family dynamics that are associated with parental overpro-
tection. As our results show, perceived triangulation, in particular, strongly related to more 
overprotective parenting, which in turn predicted more anxiety symptoms among adolescents.

F I G U R E  1  Structural equation model depicting the associations between triangulation, overprotective 
parenting, and adolescent anxiety. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01
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The present findings underscore the importance of understanding the phenomenon of over-
protective parenting, as it may appear as the symptom of a more fundamental problem in the 
family system (Dumont, 2019). Indeed, it seems that parents’ overprotection also may serve 
a purpose within the system: by triangulating the child, underlying conflicts and tensions 
may be diffused within the system (Kerig, 1995; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). However, especially 
during adolescence, a developmental phase necessitating the system to find a new balance, this 
may be experienced as overbearing and may put adolescents’ development at risk, potentially 
bringing about anxiety symptoms and other types of psychopathology (see also Dumont, 2019; 
Minuchin et al., 1975; Parker, 1983). Thus, these findings shed light on the broader family 
patterns associated with overprotective parenting, and offer insight into the precise dynamics 
of how difficulties within the family system may be linked to adolescents’ anxiety symptoms 
(Majdandžić et al., 2012).

These results are important from a clinical and societal point of view as well. As divorce 
rates are elevated in our contemporary society (e.g., about 20% in the present sample), there 
is an increased risk for children to “feel caught between” the parents, where the child feels 
like having to side with one parent, hence, becoming involved in the parents’ conflicts (e.g., 
Afifi, 2003; Buchanan et al., 1991). In line with this, our preliminary analyses indicated that 
adolescents from separated families perceived higher levels of triangulation, as compared to 
adolescents living with their two biological parents. These dysfunctional patterns may “spill 
over” and impact the adolescent's development, if left unaddressed or managed ineffectively 
(Larson & Almeida, 1999; Stroud et al., 2015). Of course, it should be noted that such dynamics 
are not limited to youth from divorced families: research suggests that children with conflict-
ing parents (who do not divorce) may even be worse off, as they continue to be confronted 
with these difficulties, sometimes even into adulthood (Amato & Afifi, 2006). Future research, 
therefore, could focus specifically on similarities and differences in these dynamics among 
families where adolescents live together with their two biological parents vs. adolescents from 
separated families and other family constellations.

Finally, these findings are particularly relevant for clinicians working with adolescents 
and young adults. The transition to adulthood is often challenging and potentially anxiety 
provoking for youth, especially in a changing society where pathways to adulthood become 
increasingly diversified and individualized due to globalization and socioeconomic changes 
(e.g., Côté, 2018; Shanahan, 2000). When young people consult professionals as they struggle 
during this transitional phase, it may be worthwhile “zooming out” in order to gain a more 
contextualized and fuller picture: potentially, the adolescents’ anxiety symptoms serve an un-
derlying function that can only be understood by gaining more insight into the family system's 
functioning. These difficulties, then, can be addressed either in individual sessions (see e.g., 
Dumont, 2019) or through family interventions (e.g., Minuchin, 2012; Titelman, 2014). In ad-
dition, although beyond the scope of this study, it may be important to further zoom out and 
consider macro- contextual factors as well, as socioeconomic changes (e.g., growing economic 
inequality, and societal pressures about how to raise children) may also push parents to be-
come overly involved (e.g., Doepke & Zilibotti, 2019; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2019).

A number of limitations should be acknowledged. First, the cross- sectional data preclude 
drawing any conclusions regarding directionality. In the present study, adolescents’ anxiety 
symptoms are modelled as an outcome variable; however, anxiety symptoms may also trig-
ger parental worries, which may elicit overprotective parenting and negative coparenting 
(Majdandžić et al., 2012).1 Longitudinal research is needed to examine directionality of effects. 
Moreover, we solely relied upon adolescent perceptions. This is a strength as past research 
on coparenting rarely relies upon adolescent perceptions (Zimmermann et al., 2020) and as 
past research indicates that their perceptions and interpretations often matter most for under-
standing how (co)parenting is associated with their development (e.g., Hendriks et al., 2018). 
However, recent research on overprotective parenting indicated that it is important to consider 
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multiple perspectives (in terms of both congruence and incongruence) for understanding the 
dynamics involved in overprotective parenting (Van Petegem et al., 2020). Future research, 
therefore, should rely upon a multi- informant design. Multi- informant information also al-
lows for the consideration of single- informant bias. For instance, anxious adolescents may be 
biased in their perceptions and interpretations of parental behaviors (e.g., Waite et al., 2015). 
Reliance upon multi- informant information, observational information (e.g., Wuyts et al., 
2018), or a vignette methodology (e.g., Van Petegem et al., 2019) may help to take potential bias 
into account that is due to the single- informant nature of the data. In addition, qualitative re-
search could yield a more in- depth understanding of how overprotective parenting represents a 
behavioral expression of underlying triangulation dynamics, where interpersonal boundaries 
are potentially violated (Afifi, 2003).

Furthermore, our assessment of overprotective parenting did not differentiate between 
mothers and fathers. Although past research offers no evidence for differences in the impli-
cations of maternal versus paternal overprotection (e.g., Overbeek et al., 2007), the present 
approach could obscure gendered pathways. This may be particularly relevant in the context 
of the observation that perceived father- driven coparenting conflict was a unique predictor 
of overprotective parenting, whereas this was not the case for mother- driven conflict. This 
is fairly surprising, as past research indicates that mother- reported coparenting conflict is 
particularly predictive of youth psychosocial functioning, whereas this is not so much the case 
for father- reported coparenting conflict (Riina et al., 2020). Disentangling perceptions of ma-
ternal versus paternal parenting and coparenting seem essential for future research to gain a 
better understanding of potentially gendered pathways.

In a related way, it is interesting for future research to also focus on links with maternal 
gatekeeping, which is defined as a set of beliefs and behaviors that may inhibit collaborative 
efforts between men and women in family work (Allen & Hawkins, 1999), and which is linked 
to negative coparenting and lower levels of father involvement (Schoppe- Sullivan et al., 2008). 
Potentially, overprotective parenting practices may be a manifestation of gatekeeping dynam-
ics within a family system, and may help to explain gendered differences in overprotective 
parenting. Finally, it should be noted that our study relied upon a community sample, char-
acterized by relatively low levels of coparenting conflict and triangulation and high levels of 
coparenting cooperation. Future research could focus on clinical samples in order to examine 
the generalizability of the documented associations.

Despite these limitations, the present study offers important insights into the coparental 
context in which overprotective parenting may arise throughout development. Triangulation, 
in particular, was found to be associated with more overprotective parenting. Although tri-
angulating the adolescent may allow a family system to diffuse tension and conflict within 
the system, our study suggests that this is problematic as these triangulation dynamics may 
be experienced as overprotective; hence, setting the adolescent at risk for anxiety symptoms.
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