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Abstract

This study examines the role of adolescent self-esteem in the relationship between
parental overcontrol and adolescent anxiety, with attention to the gender of both parent
and child. Previous research has established a positive link between parental
overcontrol and adolescent anxiety, as well as a between overcontrol and adolescent
self-esteem, which is negatively associated with anxiety. However, the mediating effect
of self-esteem in this context remains unclear. The sample consisted of 676 Slovak
adolescents (mean age 15.5; 50.6% female). Linear and mediation regression models
were conducted separately for boys and girls and mothers and fathers. Results showed
that parental overcontrol was significantly associated with anxiety only in boys.
Mediation analyses confirmed that self-esteem mediated the relationship between
overcontrol and anxiety only in mother-daughter and father-son dyads, suggesting
stronger associations between same-gender parent-child dyads. In the future, it is
essential to educate parents about the link between their overcontrol and adolescent
anxiety, especially in boys, and to raise awareness of how their level of overcontrol may
differ based on their child’s gender.
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Introduction

The inappropriate assistance and help of parents towards their children,
also known as overparenting, has many negative outcomes regarding the well-
being of a child (Schiffrin et al., 2019). Research has shown that overparenting
is linked to psychological maladjustment such as higher levels of anxiety and
depression symptoms as well as lower levels of life satisfaction (Cui et al., 2019;
Hong & Cui, 2020; Schiffrin et al., 2019).
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This paper aims to analyze the role of self-esteem in adolescents as a
mediator of this relationship since lower self-esteem can predict the development
of anxiety (Moksnes & Reidunsdatter, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2019).

Overparenting

Excessive parenting is referred to by several terms (e.g., overinvolvement,
overprotection, overcontrol, overparenting), which often lack clear distinctions
(Cui etal., 2022). The current literature suggests that there are no clear distinctions
between different forms of overparenting, as they often occur simultaneously and
complement each other. While moderate levels of these parenting styles can lead
to positive outcomes (Boonk et al., 2018), excessive parenting is linked to higher
anxiety and depression in adolescents (Schiffrin et al., 2014).

Overparenting involves excessive control and involvement,
inappropriate for a child's developmental stage (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012;
Segrin et al., 2020), typically seen in late adolescents and young adults, though
it can also affect younger children as well (Ho et al., 2022). This paper aims to
broaden knowledge in this area since it has not been properly explored, yet,
specifically focusing on overcontrol and its connection to adolescents‘ anxiety.

The relationship between overparenting and anxiety

Research shows that various forms of overparenting, such as overcontrol
and overinvolvement, are strong predictors of adolescent anxiety (Van der
Bruggen et al., 2008). It negatively impacts both externalizing and internalizing
outcomes, as well as the overall well-being of a child (Pinquart, 2017).
Overparenting increases children’s threat perception, decreases their sense of
control over the threat, limits their ability to explore, and hinders the development
of coping skills (Van der Bruggen et al., 2008; Van Zalk et al., 2018).
Adolescents with at least one overcontrolling parent experience anxiety
symptoms as they enter early adolescence, contrary to the typical decline in
symptoms during this time (Leung, 2020; Grills-Taquechel et al., 2010).

Overly controlled boys and girls react to their parents’ worries
differently; while boys are more likely to develop externalized problems, girls
tend to develop internalized problems (Broidy et al., 2003). A child-driven
process has also been identified. Anxious children can evoke the need for more
controlling behavior in their parents (Hudson et al., 2009) with parents becoming
overly involved to reduce some of the child’s stress. In turn, they unintentionally
encourage some of the unwanted child’s behavior such as avoiding difficult
decisions or challenges. Over time, children become less competent and more
dependent on their parents, leading parents to repeat the overinvolved patterns of
behavior (Hudson & Rapee, 2004). Research has shown that mothers of anxious
children are more likely to exhibit more intrusive and greater involvement than
mothers of non-anxious children (Hudson & Rapee, 2001).

Parental gender differences
Research on gender differences in parenting has shown mixed results.
Some studies report more similarities than differences between mothers and
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fathers (Kuppens & Ceulemans, 2019), while the majority suggest that mothers
and fathers parent differently (Bacikova-Sleskova et al., 2024; Yaffe, 2023).
Some studies suggest that mothers are more supportive and responsive and
fathers are more controlling and protective (Van Lissa et al., 2019). Others
suggest that mothers are more controlling and demanding than fathers (Yaffe,
2023), often perceived as more engaged in parenting by both boys and girls
(Pistella et al., 2020), and more likely to negatively influence adolescents’ well-
being (Keijsers et al., 2010).

Mothers® greater involvement in their children‘s lives may explain the
focus of researchers on maternal parenting and its perceived greater significance
(Rote, 2020; Borelli et al., 2015). Thus, the current study aims to explore the
gender differences in parents as well as to broaden knowledge in this area.

The role of self-esteem

Adolescent self-esteem may mediate the link between overparenting and
internalizing problems. Parenting is associated with the self-esteem of
adolescents with different parenting behaviors affecting self-esteem accordingly
(Lynn & Ting, 2019; Szkody et al., 2021). Supporting it with a moderate level of
control and responsiveness and lowering it with overcontrolling behavior (Lynn
& Ting, 2019; Okunlola et al., 2020). While some inconsistencies exist (Lynn &
Ting, 2019), both maternal and paternal overcontrol are generally linked to lower
self-esteem in both genders (Okunlola et al., 2020). Moreover, both contribute to
adolescents’ negative self-concept (Gesinde, 2011) and predict higher levels of
self-criticism in girls (Gittins & Hunt, 2019).

Several studies have shown a strong link between self-esteem and well-
being (Moksnes & Reidunsdatter, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2019). Higher self-esteem
can act as a protective factor against anxiety (Thorisdottir et al., 2019), while
lower self-esteem may increase it (Ratanasiripong et al., 2018). The link between
the two was found to be reciprocal (Moksnes & Reidunsdatter, 2019), with a
stronger effect of self-esteem on anxiety than vice versa (Manna et al., 2016).

Objective

The main purpose of the current study is to explore the relationship
between parental overcontrol and adolescent anxiety using adolescent self-
esteem as the mediator in this relationship. Based on previous research, it is
hypothesized that there will be a significant positive link between parental
overcontrol and adolescent anxiety as well as a significant negative link between
parental overcontrol and the self-esteem of adolescents. It is also expected that
there will be a significant negative link between the self-esteem and anxiety of
adolescents.

The objective of the current study is to expand knowledge regarding the
role of overcontrol in the lives of younger children. This population has been
explored less than late adolescents and younger adults. In addition, the study
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explores self-esteem as a mediator in the relationship between parental
overcontrol and adolescent anxiety, a factor that has not been well-examined yet.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 689 adolescents averaging 15.5 years old with a
balanced distribution of gender (50.9% female). After processing the data, some
missing values occurred. The answers of those respondents who had not filled
out 3 or 4 (out of 4) questionnaires completely (so in cases where more than half
the information was missing) were removed. The remaining sample consisted of
676 adolescents (mean age 15.5, 50.6% female).

The participants were ninth-grade pupils from 24 primary schools across
Slovakia. These were selected according to the geographic location of the school
and the population size of the city where they were located. The pupils were
asked to complete the questionnaires during a regular lesson without a teacher
being present in the classroom. Participants filled it in voluntarily and
anonymously. Those who declined to take part or lacked parental consent were
accommodated separately during the data collection. The study received
approval from the local university ethics committee under the number
FIL002058/2020 as well as parental consent for each child.

Measures

The participants provided data regarding their self-esteem, anxiety, and
maternal and paternal overcontrol. A Slovak version of the Rosenberg self-
esteem scale validated by Halama (2008) was used for the questionnaires. The
rest of the questionnaires were back-translated into Slovak by a native speaker.

Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
(Rosenberg, 1979). The 10 items measure the positive (5 items) and negative
aspects of self-esteem (5 items) on a 4-point scale ranging from “strongly agree”
to “strongly disagree”. A higher score is equal to higher self-esteem. The
Cronbach alpha was a=.830 for the sample.

The Distress Tolerance Scale (Simons & Gaher, 2005) was used to
measure anxiety. In particular, the 5-item appraisal subscale for reflecting
subjective perception of anxiety (e.g., “Other people seem to be able to tolerate
feeling distressed or upset better than I can”) was used. The items were rated on
a 5-point scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” with a higher score
representing a higher perception of anxiety. The Cronbach alpha for this sample
was 0. =.834.

The Feeling Overcontrolled by Parents Scale was used to measure
maternal and paternal overcontrol, (Kerr & Stattin, 2000). The adolescents
reported how controlled they felt by their parents on a 4-point scale ranging from
“no, never” to “yes, always.” The 5 items were answered separately for both
mothers and fathers (e.g., “Do you think that your mother/father gives you
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enough freedom to do what you want during your free time?”). The scale had an
internal consistency of a=.722 for mothers and a=.751 for fathers.

Data analysis

Little’s MCAR test (p=.128) was used to ensure that the missing data in
the dataset had occurred entirely at random, with no noticeable pattern found in the
missing data. After excluding the missing values, comparative statistical analyses
were carried out to confirm the absence of significant distinctions between the
groups with missing and non-missing data. T-tests were conducted to examine age
and school grade differences, along with a chi-square test for gender differences.
None of these tests revealed statistically significant age differences (t=1.074,
p=.856), school grades (t=0.589, p=.566), or gender (x*=0.045, p=.833), thus
leading to further analysis. A Mann-Whitney U test was used to analyze whether
there was a significant gender difference since the assumption of normality was
not met. Pearson correlation analyses were used for the rest of the variables.

Jamovi software (version 2.4.14) was used to analyze the four linear
regression models between parental overcontrol and adolescent anxiety; two for
maternal overcontrol and two for the paternal one. Their links to adolescents’
anxiety were examined separately for both boys and girls. In the next step, four
mediation analyses were conducted using model medmod and the standard
estimation method for SE’s. This was the same as for linear regressions, two for
each parental overcontrol and each adolescent gender.

Results

The results of the descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1 and Table
2. The findings indicate that boys reported significantly higher paternal
overcontrol (U=42454, p<.001) and self-esteem (U=39424, p<.001) than girls,
while girls reported significantly higher anxiety (U=39409, p<.001) compared to
boys, with moderate to large effect sizes (paternal overcontrol: r=.17, anxiety:
r=.27, self-esteem: r=0.26). Maternal overcontrol was positively associated with
anxiety (r=.10, p<.01) and negatively associated with self-esteem (r=-.11, p<.01),
whereas paternal overcontrol showed a weaker negative link with self-esteem
(r=-.09, p<.05). Anxiety was moderately and negatively correlated with self-
esteem (r=-.29, p<.001).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and gender differences of target variables

Gender Maternal Paternal Anxiety Self-esteem
overcontrol  overcontrol
Range 5-25 5-25 5-25 10-40
Mean (SD) Both  125(4.04) 11.2(413) 12.2(44)  27.5(5.08)

Boys 12.6(3.91) 11.8(3.98) 11.1(4.23) 28.7 (5.05)

Girls  12.4(4.16) 10.7(4.22) 13.3(4.29) 26.3(4.82)
Mann-Whitney U Gender 52122 A2454%%%  30400%**  39424***
test

Effect size - Rank 0.0570 0.1726 0.2762 0.2648
biserial correlation
Note: *p < .05, **p < .01. ***p < .001
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Table 2. Correlation Matrix of target variables

1. 2. 3.
1. Maternal overcontrol
2. Paternal overcontrol A463***
3. Anxiety 101** .074
4, Self-esteem -.113** -.092* -.290***

Note: *p <.05. **p < .01. ***p < .001

The direct effect of parental overcontrol on adolescents’ anxiety

The overcontrol of mothers was perceived as being statistically more
significant (p<.001) than the overcontrol of fathers by both genders of
adolescents. The gender disparity was found in the relationships between
adolescent anxiety and parental overcontrol (Table 3 - Table 6). Maternal
overcontrol was linked to the anxiety of girls and boys differently. The direct
effect of maternal overcontrol on girls’ anxiety was found to be non-significant
(B=0.07, p=.158) while the effect on boys’ anxiety appeared to be significant
(p=0.14, p=.008). The model explained 2.1% of the variance. Similarly, different
patterns for boys and girls were found regarding paternal overcontrol. The direct
effect of overcontrol of fathers on girls’ anxiety was not significant ($=-0.01,
p=-854) while its effect on boys was (=0.23, p<.001). This model explained
5.3% of the variance.

Overall, neither of the relationships between parental overcontrol and
girls’ anxiety were found to be statistically significant whereas both relationships
between parental overcontrol and boys’ anxiety were.

Table 3. Linear regression model between paternal overcontrol and girls’ anxiety
Model Coefficients - Anxiety

95% Confidence

Interval
Predictor Est. SE Lower Upper t p Std. Est.
Intercept 13.358 0.651 12.076 14.641 20.496  .001
Paternal -0.010 0.056 -0.122 0.101 -0.184 .854 -0.010

overcontrol

Table 4. Linear regression model between maternal overcontrol and boys’ anxiety
Model Coefficients - Anxiety

95% Confidence

Interval
Predictor Est. SE Lower Upper t p Std. Est.
Intercept 9.106 0.780 7.570 10.642 1166 .001
Maternal 0.158 0.059 0.041 0.275 2.66 .008 0.146

overcontrol

Self-esteem and its relationship to other variables

The link between maternal overcontrol and the self-esteem of girls was
negatively significant (3=-0.16, p=.010), whereas the link with the self-esteem
of boys was not ($=-0,13, p=.071). On the other hand, the relationship between
paternal overcontrol and the self-esteem of girls was not significant (f=-0,11,
p=.132), whilst the boys’ one was negatively significant (3=-0.21, p=.006). In
other words, it is only the overcontrol of parents of the same gender as the
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adolescent that is significantly linked to their self-esteem. Self-esteem and
anxiety were significantly linked in both models (boys: p=-0,15, p<.001, girls:
=-0.22, p<.001).

Self-esteem as a mediator

Since the link between parental overcontrol and self-esteem was only
significant in two cases (maternal overcontrol/girls’ anxiety and paternal
overcontrol/boys’ anxiety), there were only two mediation analyses (Table 5 and
Table 6) carried out. Both of them were found to be significant. The first model
was between maternal overcontrol and girls’ anxiety. The indirect effect was
statistically significant (p=.024), accounting for 47.7% of the total effect. The
direct effect was not significant (p=.457), representing the remaining 52.3% of
the relationship between maternal overcontrol and anxiety. The second mediated
relationship was between paternal overcontrol and boys’ anxiety. The indirect
effect was also significant (p=.033), explaining 12.3% of the total effect.
Additionally, the direct effect remained statistically significant (p<.001),
accounting for 87.7% of the relationship between the variables.

Table 5. Linear regression model between maternal overcontrol and girls’ anxiety and
mediation model with their self-esteem as a mediator
Model Coefficients - Anxiety

95% Confidence

Interval
Predictor Est. SE Lower Upper t p Std. Est.
Intercept 12.274 0.743 10.812 13.736 16.52 .001
MO 0.080 0.057 -0.031 0.194 1.41 .158 0.078
Path Estimates 95% Confidence

Interval
Est. SE Lower Upper Z p

MO — SE -0.166 0.064 -0.293 -0.039 -2.568 .010
SE — AN -0.227 0.048 -0.321 -0.133 -4.731 .001
MO — AN 0.041 0.055 -0.067 0.150 0.744 457

R?=0.00615, F = 2.00, p = .158
Notes: MO — maternal overcontrol, SE — self-esteem, AN — anxiety

Table 6. Linear regression model between paternal overcontrol and boys’ anxiety and
mediation model their self-esteem as a mediator
Model Coefficients - Anxiety

95% Confidence

Interval
Predictor Est. SE Lower Upper t p Std. Est.
Intercept 8.247 0.728 6.813 9.681 11.32 .001
PO 0.249 0.059 0.133 0.366 4.20 .001 0.231
Path Estimates 95% Confidence
Interval
Est. SE Lower Upper Z p
PO — SE -0.203 0.073 -0.348 -0.058 -2.75 .006
SE — AN -0.154 0.045 -0.244 -0.064 -3.36 .001
PO — AN 0.223 0.059 0.105 0.339 3.72 .001

R>=0.0533,F=17.7,p=<.001
Notes: PO — paternal overcontrol, SE — self-esteem, AN — anxiety
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Discussion

The current study explored the relationship between parental overcontrol
and adolescents’ anxiety, mediated by self-esteem while considering the gender
of both the parent and child. The results align with previous research, showing
that parental overcontrol is linked to adolescents’ anxiety (Hong & Cui, 2020;
Schiffrin et al., 2019) and self-esteem (Lynn & Ting, 2019; Szkody et al., 2021),
with self-esteem also connected to anxiety (Nguyen et al., 2019).

Ryan and Deci’s (2017) self-determination theory can explain how
overparenting leads to anxiety by frustrating children’s basic psychological
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness which fulfillment is crucial for
healthy psychological growth. Overcontrolling parenting limits opportunities for
social development and reinforces dependency, thus contributing to anxiety
(Ryan & Deci, 2017; Segrin et al., 2015). Another factor to consider is the
adolescents’ acceptance of overcontrolling behavior. With regards to the Social
Domain Theory (Smetana et al., 2006), adolescents are less accepting of parental
control over personal issues, like clothing or hairstyle, but view control over
moral or prudential issues, such as health, as appropriate. Therefore, adolescents
may see some parental actions, like restricting their clothing choices, as
overcontrolling, while others, like scheduling medical appointments, as
acceptable (Smetana et al., 2006).

Gender and culture specifics

To better understand parenting, it is crucial to consider both the child’s
and the parent’s gender (McKinney & Renk, 2008). Maternal and paternal
overcontrol were significantly linked to boys’ anxiety, but not girls’. While some
studies suggest girls perceive greater overcontrol than boys (Marici & Turliuc,
2011; Van Lissa et al., 2019), others find no significant differences (Mabbe et
al., 2016). However, some studies indicate boys perceive higher levels of
overcontrol (Luebbe et al., 2014), which may contribute to the development of
anxiety (Borelli et al., 2015; Van Der Bruggen et al., 2008), possibly explaining
the current study’s findings. Other than that, parents use slightly greater
overcontrol with boys (Endendijk et al., 2016) and boys’ perceptions of it may
be influenced by their own anxiety, as social anxiety in boys predicts overcontrol,
while girls’ anxiety predicts parental worry (Van Zalk et al., 2018). Additionally,
girls’ better self-regulation in early adolescence reduces parental intervention
needs (Raffaelli et al., 2005) and is also negatively connected with anxiety
suggesting that it is the lack of self-regulation that may play a role in the
development of anxiety for boys but not girls (Kocovski & Endler, 2000).

Parenting practices of parents of the same gender as their adolescent have
been shown to have a stronger effect than those of the opposite gender (Barton
& Kirtley, 2012; Van Lissa et al., 2019). However, findings on the parent’s
gender are inconsistent. For instance, in Israel, mothers are more likely to use
overparenting than fathers (Rousseau & Scharf, 2015), while a U.S. study found
no significant gender differences, suggesting cultural variation (Gonida &
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Cortina, 2014). In the current study, both genders perceived mothers as more
controlling.

The role of self-esteem

The link between parental overcontrol and adolescent self-esteem has
been widely studied (Lynn & Ting, 2019; Szkody et al., 2021). While some
studies suggest a positive effect of parental overcontrol on self-esteem
(Bacikova-Sleskova et al., 2021), most report a negative effect (Kakihara et al.,
2010). The results of this study differ with parent’s gender. The overcontrol of
fathers was linked to lower self-esteem in only boys, while the overcontrol of
mothers was linked to lower self-esteem in girls. These findings align with
previous research, which suggests that children are more influenced by parents
of the same gender (Barton & Kirtley, 2012; Van Lissa et al., 2019). Bamaca et
al. (2005) found a connection between girls’ self-esteem and their mothers’
overcontrol, while the self-esteem of boys was significant with the overcontrol
of both parents. The current paper has also shown the significance of the mother-
daughter dyad, likely due to closer, less conflicted mother-daughter relationships
(Domene et al., 2011) and more maternal guidance and support of girls than boys
(Buhl et al., 2015). The father-son dyad has been less studied concerning
overcontrol and self-esteem, as most research has focused on mothers. This paper
helps broaden understanding by exploring this relationship.

The literature consistently shows a negative link between adolescents’
self-esteem and internalizing problems. The negative relationship between self-
esteem and anxiety in the current study aligns with previous research (Moksnes
& Reidunsdatter, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2019) and supports the idea that higher
self-esteem acts as a protective factor against internalizing issues (Thorisdottir et
al., 2019).

While the mediating role of self-esteem has been studied before, it has
not been explored with the same variables as in this paper. Affrunti and
Woodruff-Borden (2015) explored maternal overcontrol and adolescent anxiety
with perceived competence as a mediator, finding a significant link between
overcontrol and anxiety with perceived competence partially mediating the
relationship. They found no gender differences, while in our study, the direct link
was only significant for boys‘ anxiety. Szkody et al. (2021) examined different
parenting styles, not parental overcontrol, although the rest of the variables are
the same as in the current paper. Thus, it is only possible to compare the results
of this and the current study in terms of parental gender. They found a significant
role of maternal parenting in girls’ self-esteem only, supporting the current
findings. Besides that, they found a significant negative link between adolescent
self-esteem and their internalizing problems for both genders which is also the
same as the current paper. Nonetheless, future research is necessary to explore
the mediating role of self-esteem in terms of not only parenting styles but
overparenting and its forms.
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Conclusions

To conclude, this study found a significant association between parental
overcontrol and adolescent anxiety, aligning with previous research (Hong &
Cui, 2020). Notably, a significant relationship was observed only between boys’
anxiety and the overcontrol of both parents. Similar findings have been reported
in other studies, which may be explained by evidence suggesting that boys tend
to perceive higher levels of parental overcontrol compared to girls, which may
contribute to increased anxiety (Borelli et al., 2015; Luebbe et al., 2014). The
study also revealed that adolescent self-esteem acts as a mediator between
parental overcontrol and adolescent anxiety, but only for the child of the same
gender as the parent. The findings of the present study partially align with those
of previous research (Affrunti & Woodruff-Borden, 2015; Szkody et al., 2021);
however, to the best of our knowledge, no prior studies have examined this
relationship using a specific combination of variables employed in this paper.
Therefore, the results offer a valuable contribution to the existing body of
knowledge, particularly regarding the role of adolescents’ self-esteem as a
mediating factor between overcontrol and anxiety.

Limitations of the research

The strengths of the current study are looking at a sample of Slovak
adolescents, including the overcontrol of fathers in addition to mothers, and
exploring it with regards to the gender of the adolescents. Moreover, the main
contribution of the current paper is examining the mediating role of adolescent
self-esteem between overcontrol and anxiety, since the research in this area is
lacking.

In terms of the limitations, the cross-sectional design of the research does
not allow the causality between the variables to be established, nor does it permit
following possible changes of the variables over time. This could be acquired by
using a longitudinal design. Furthermore, it was children’s perceptions of feeling
overcontrolled which were measured to obtain the data about parental
overcontrol in this study. However, parental statements regarding their
overcontrolling behavior were not measured. It is important to note whose
perceptions of parental overcontrol were measured since the statements of
parents and their children could differ. Many studies have shown that parents
perceive their behavior more favorably than children do. In other words, they
may not report overcontrolling behavior while their children would (Korelitz &
Garber, 2016; Nelemans et al., 2016).

In the future, it is crucial to educate parents about the connection between
their overcontrol and adolescent anxiety, particularly in boys, and to raise
awareness of how their level of overcontrol may vary depending on the child‘s
gender. Future research could investigate adolescents’ perceptions of the
similarities in their parents’ parenting styles, as this is linked to their well-being.
Such studies could offer new insights into factors contributing to the
development of internalizing and externalizing problems.
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