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Abstract

Objective. Over the last couple of decades, a trend of emerging adults living with parents has been rising. However, little is
known about the developmental specificities and impact of parenting practices in this context. The objectives of this study were:
to compare the levels of helicopter parenting and the levels of life satisfaction by gender (men versus women) and by age group
(late adolescents versus young adults); to analyze the relationship between helicopter parenting, life satisfaction levels and age; and
to investigate the moderating role of gender and age group in the relationship between helicopter parenting and life satisfaction.
Materials and Methods. Self-report questionnaires were administered to a sample of 173 emerging adults (aged 18-29) living
with their parents in Portugal. In order to examine differences in helicopter parenting and levels of life satisfaction, Student’s t-
test was performed for independent samples. To analyze the association between helicopter parenting, life satisfaction and age,
Pearson’s correlation coeflicients were calculated. To detect possible interaction effects, regression-based analyses were performed;
the SPSS macro PROCESS was used to optimize this procedure. Results. Life satisfaction levels differed according to age group,
with late adolescents reporting higher levels of life satisfaction than young adults. Helicopter parenting was negatively correlated
with life satisfaction, and life satisfaction was negatively correlated with age. The developmental variables of gender and age group
moderated the association between helicopter parenting and life satisfaction. Conclusions. Interventions with emerging adults
that aim to prevent the negative effects of helicopter parenting and increase life satisfaction must account for the developmental
specificities associated with gender roles and different age groups.
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Although one of the most popular (and yet empiri-
cally unsupported) justifications for this phenom-

Introduction

In recent decades, the number of young adults 6 of cohabitation is that young people refuse to

living in their parents’ homes has increased, espe-
cially in more traditional ethnocultural environ-
ments, as may be found in Southern Europe (1). In
Mediterranean countries, this developmental tran-
sition tends to occur within the family of origin (2),
which can lead to greater involvement of parents
in their children’s lives. However, parental involve-
ment that is inappropriate to the developmental
needs of emerging adulthood can interfere with
the levels of adult children’s life satisfaction (3).

grow up (4), several studies point to notable chang-
es (e.g., economic, social, cultural and political
dynamics) in the structure of contemporary adult
life, which altogether imply a reframing of develop-
mental tasks that typically characterize the transi-
tion to adulthood (5). Traditionally, the transition
to adulthood is marked by a series of developmen-
tal events, namely: entering the professional world;
leaving their parental household; and getting mar-
ried and starting a new family (6). However, during
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the 21* century, traditional references that used to
be adopted to outline the transition to adulthood
have been greatly challenged (7). Thus, the period
of emerging adulthood between the ages of 18 and
25, as initially defined by Arnett (8), appears to be
no longer comprehensively applicable, particularly
to the European context (2), which has led to a re-
formulation of the conceptualization of this period
of development. Recently, emerging adulthood has
come to be seen as a longer period, defined between
the ages of 18 and 29 years old, and characterized
by a relative instability in romantic relationships,
work and housing (6). According to the research
carried out by Simpson (2018), young adulthood
is a time of great changes in the basic structures of
the brain, suggesting that, for example, an 18-year-
old individual will not be the same at the age of 25
in terms of feeling, thinking, and acting. Thus, the
investigations point to a sequence of developmen-
tal changes that can be grouped into three phases:
adolescence (ages puberty -18); late adolescence
(ages 18 to 25) and young adulthood (age 26 +)
(9). Additionally, studies have shown that, despite
the experience of transition to adulthood being in-
creasingly similar between men and women, there
is still considerable heterogeneity in the process of
socialization between genders (10). In this context,
it is important to understand the effects of helicop-
ter parenting on the adaptation outcomes of indi-
viduals at this stage of development, considering
age and gender, in order to prevent the negative ef-
fects (e.g., lower well-being) of this type of parent-
ing and to foster life satisfaction levels in emerging
adults, while bearing in mind that life satisfaction
is relatively stable throughout adulthood (11, 12).
During the transition to adulthood, the way
young people face life challenges can be affected by
the type of parenting they have been submitted to
(13). According to Segrin and colleagues (2012), a
type of parenting in which the parents’ behaviors
are inappropriate for the developmental stage of
their children results in confusing family systems,
in which the parents’ goals and desires replace those
of the children, as observed in excessive advice and
directive behavior from parents (14). This type of
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parenting has been labelled as “helicopter parent-
ing” because parents “hover” over their children’s
lives, as if they were “scout helicopters”. Therefore,
helicopter parenting may work as a type of psycho-
logical control, as it intends to, and does indeed
shape, the way children act, feel and think, which
slowly inhibits the autonomy and psychological
growth that are expected to occur during emerg-
ing adulthood (15). The self-determination theory
suggests that, for a successful life, individuals must
satisfy three basic psychological needs: autonomy,
social competence, and social connection (16).
However, the satisfaction of these needs can be
compromised by the overinvolvement and exces-
sive protection of parents (3). For example, empiri-
cal evidence shows that living with parents after ad-
olescence affects individuals’ motivational processes
and, consequently, changes the way they experience
positive events and the way they assess their own
lives (17). The subjective perception that individu-
als have about their own life is called “subjective
well-being”, one of the main indicators of satisfac-
tion with life (18). Thus, although some parents as-
sume that loving their children means taking charge
of their lives, with the intention of providing them
well-being and a successful life (19), this type of be-
havior is likely to ultimately have a negative impact
on their life satisfaction, mood, and acquisition of
basic life skills (20). Although we have emphasized
the less positive aspects of helicopter parenting so
far, it should be noted that this type of parenting
is, in essence, a well-intentioned attempt to reduce
the less positive aspects of life and increase the off-
spring’s chances of success (21). Thus, helicopter
parenting can be perceived positively (22) and as
having a purpose in the family system (20). In oth-
er words, helicopter parenting is defined in degree,
as its benefits or harms depending on the degree to
which it is exercised (14).

Studies show that this impact on individuals
can vary according to age and gender. For example,
from the age of 18, individuals begin to perceive
stressful situations as less severe, as their executive
functions are more mature, making them able to
deploy suitable behaviors to solve problems and
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relieve depressive symptoms (23). On the other
hand, the negative effects of this type of parenting
can also be mitigated by the perception of emerg-
ing adults that they have control over their envi-
ronment, which is the case of those who manage
a financially independent life (24, 25, 26). This
seems particularly true for girls, as they are more
vulnerable to the negative effects of parental over-
involvement, (25). In addition, empirical evidence
has shown that parenting strategies vary depending
on the gender of the children. Specifically, studies
suggest that parents tend to encourage more au-
tonomy in boys, and to increase supervision and
control of girls’ behaviors (27).

The current study targeted emerging adults be-
tween the ages of 18 and 29 who lived with their
parents, thus encompassing a wide age range and
taking into account the fact that emerging adult-
hood extends increasingly over time (6). Therefore,
this study aimed to compare the levels of helicopter
parenting and life satisfaction by gender (men ver-
sus women) and age group (late adolescents versus
young adults); to analyze the association between
helicopter parenting, life satisfaction and age; and
to investigate the moderating role of gender and
age group in the relationship between helicopter
parenting and life satisfaction.

According to these objectives and consider-
ing the literature reviewed, some hypotheses were
outlined. Thus, it was expected that women would
report higher levels of helicopter parenting com-
pared to men (hypothesis 1), and that young adults
would report higher levels of life satisfaction than
late adolescents (hypothesis 2). It was also antici-
pated that helicopter parenting would correlate
negatively with life satisfaction (hypothesis 3). Due
to the scarcity of literature regarding the moder-
ating role of gender and age group in the relation
between helicopter parenting and life satisfaction
in emerging adults, no hypotheses were established
for the moderation analyses.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The 173 participants in this study were recruited by
publishing a direct access link to the online ques-
tionnaire, via social networks such as Facebook and
Instagram, between December 2021 and February
2022. All instruments were applied only once
to each participant, using the non-probabilistic
method of snowball sampling. Snowball sampling
is cost-effective since this process is very effective
to find participants from the general community.
Participants were informed about the main pur-
pose of the study, the voluntary and confidential
nature of their participation and the absence of
any compensation involved. All procedures per-
formed in this study were in accordance with the
ethical standards of the institutional research com-
mittee and the Order of Portuguese Psychologists,
as well as with the Declaration of Helsinki and its
later amendments for research involving human
participants. The inclusion criteria were: (i) being
between 18 and 29 years old; and (ii) currently liv-
ing with their parents; and (iii) being able to read
and understand Portuguese. Consequently, the
sample ended up consisting of 173 emerging adults
who lived with their parents, aged between 18 and
29 (M=23.08, SD=2.99), of which 133 were late
adolescents (N= 133, 76.9%) and 40 were young
adults (N=40, 23.1%). In this sample, 52 partici-
pants were male (N=52, 30.1%), 120 were female
(N=120, 69.4%), and 1 was non-binary (N=1,
0.6%). Concerning their romantic relationships,
64.2% (N=111) reported not being involved in any
relationship of that kind. Regarding the profession-
al status, 39.3% (N=68) were employed, 56.1%
(N=97) were students, and 4.6% (N=8) were un-
employed. The sociodemographic characteristics of
the sample are presented in Table 1.




Table 1. Sociodemographic Characteristics of the

Sample
Late Adolescents /
Characteristics Young Adults
(N=173)

Age (M/DP)’ 23.08 (2.99)
Age Group: N (%)

Late Adolescents (18-25) 133 (76.9)

Young Adults (26-29) 40 (23.1)
Gender: N (%)

Male 52 (30.1)

Female 120 (69.4)

Non-binary 1(.6)
Nationality: N (%)

Portuguese 165 (95.4)

Brazilian 6 (3.5)

Ttalian 2(1.2)
Relationship Status: N (%)

Dating relationship 62 (35.8)

Without a dating relationship 111 (64.2)
Level of education: N (%)

Sce}:ggldary school or professional technical 63 (36.4)

Bachelor’s degree 96 (55.5)

Master’s degree 14 (8.1)
Employement Status: N (%)

Working 68 (39.3)

Studying 97 (56.1)

Unemployed 8 (4.6)
Monthly income: N (%)

Without a monthly income 108 (62.4)

200€-400€ 10 (5.8)

400€- 600€ 5(2.9)

600€-800€ 23 (13.3)

800€ -1000€ 15 (8.7)

1000€ -2000€ 12 (6.9)
Reasons for parental cohabitation: N (%)

Financial reasons 136 (78.6)

Comfort 24 (13.9)

Inability to live alone 9 (5.2)

Others 3 (1.7)

"Mean/Standard Deviation.
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Instruments

Sociodemographic Data. Sociodemographic data
(e.g., age, gender, nationality, romantic relation-
ship status, monthly income, reasons for parental
cohabitation) were collected through a self-report
form. Respondents answered by selecting one of
several possible response options and by writing
short answers.

Helicopter Parenting Instrument (HPI). The
Helicopter Parenting Instrument (28, 29) was used
to assess the offspring’s perception of helicopter
parenting, i.e., excessive and inappropriate parental
behaviors concerning the offspring’s development
stage. It is a self-report instrument, originally con-
sisting of 15 items (e.g., “My parents try to make
all the most important decisions for me.”) rated on
a seven-point Likert scale (between 1-strongly dis-
agree and 7- I totally agree). The version adapted
to the Portuguese population (aged between 18
and 25), contains only 13 items, but uses the same
response scale. Higher scores on the overall scale
correspond to a higher level of helicopter parent-
ing (29). In this study, adequate levels of internal
consistency were observed (a =0.77).

Life Satisfaction Scale. The Satisfaction with
Life Scale (30, 31) is the most widely used instru-
ment to assess the cognitive appraisal of subjective
well-being. Respondents must respond to 5 items
(e.g., “My life looks, in almost everything, like what
I would like it to be.”), in a response scale ranging
from1-strongly disagree to 5- I totally agree. The
score obtained on this scale can vary between 5 and
25 points and the higher the score, the greater the
satisfaction with life (32). In this study, adequate lev-
els of internal consistency were observed (o =0.82).

Statistical Analysis

To estimate the required sample size, based on a
priori definitions of the magnitude of effect and the
intended statistical procedures, G*POWER 3.1.9.7
was used (32, 33). For an effect size of 0.30 (corre-
lational study) and P=0.05, the sample should have
at least 134 subjects. Data analysis was performed
using the Software Statistical Package for the Social
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Sciences (SPSS) 25.0 for Windows. Descriptive
statistics were obtained to perform the sociodemo-
graphic characterization of the sample. Regarding
the analyses that involved gender identity, only
the traditional genders (male and female) were
considered; however, the non-binary subject was
included in the remaining analyses. Internal con-
sistency was determined by calculating Cronbach’s
Alpha Coefhicient. According to DeVellis (34), al-
pha values between 0.65 and 0.70 were considered
acceptable; between 0.70 and 0.80 were considered
good; and between 0.80 and 0.90 were considered
very good. To investigate the existence of statisti-
cally significant differences in helicopter parenting
and in the levels of satisfaction with life by gender
and age group, a Student’s t-test for independent
samples was performed. The effect sizes of such dif-
ferences were determined with the Cohen’s 4 test
(35). According to Cohen’s proposal (35), the fol-
lowing parameters were considered: 0.20 (small);
0.50 (average); 0.80 (high).

To analyze the association between the variables,
a Pearson’s correlation coefhicients were calculated.
Cohen’s (35) criteria were used to interpret the ef-
fect size of correlations, considering the following
parameters: +0.10—+0.29 (weak); +0.30—=0.49
(moderate); and +0.50—=+1.0 (strong).

For interaction effects, multiple regression
analyses were performed. Before carrying out the
moderation analyses, the independent variable
and the moderating variables were mean centered
to calculate the products. After identifying sig-
nificant interaction effects, post-hoc probing was
conducted to ascertain and depict the respective
moderating effects (36). This procedure was im-
proved by using PROCESS (37), a computational
tool that provides an SPSS macro for examining
various statistical models (e.g., simple moderation
is described as “model 17), based on bootstrapping
procedures (i.e., 5000 bootstrap samples). To inter-
pret the size of main and interaction effects (mod-
eration), Cohen’s criteria (38) were used, consider-
ing: R?>0.02 (small), R*>0.13 (medium), R*>0.26
(large). Since age was related to the outcome vari-
able (life satisfaction), it was introduced as a co-
variate in the moderation model (39). A minimum

confidence interval of 95% was considered for all
analyses performed in this study.

Results

Comparative Analyzes

The Student’s t-test analyses revealed statistically
significant differences in life satisfaction between
age groups (t=2.23; P=0.03; Cohen’s d=0.55),
where late adolescents obtained higher mean values
(M=17.73; SD=4.11) compared to young adults
(M=16.05; SD=4.38). There were no statistically
significant differences between genders.

Correlations Between Variables

Table 2 presents the matrix of correlations between
helicopter parenting, life satisfaction levels and age.
Helicopter parenting revealed a weak negative cor-
relation with life satisfaction, which in turn corre-
lated negatively and weakly with age. Life satisfac-
tion showed a weak negative correlation with age.

Table 2. Correlation Matrix for Helicopter Parenting. Life

Satisfaction and Age (N= 173)

Variables 1 2 3

1. Helicopter Parenting - - -
-0.21° - -
-0.10 -0.19° -

2. Life Satisfaction

3. Age

P<0.05; "P<0.01.

Main Effects and Interaction Effects of
Helicopter Parenting, Gender and Age on Life
Satisfaction

The results showed that gender (F (4,167)=5.84;
P<0.001; R?=0.12) and age group (F (3,169)=8.39;
P<0.001; R*=0.13) moderated the relationship be-
tween helicopter parenting and life satisfaction.
The interaction between helicopter parenting
and gender was statistically significant (b=-0.14; t=-
2.14; P=0.034). Post-hoc analyses revealed that the
association between helicopter parenting and life
satisfaction was significant for women (b=-0.12;
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t=-3.64; P<0.001), but not for men (b=-0.016;
t=0.30; P=0.767). The link between helicopter par-
enting and life satisfaction was moderated by age
group (b=0.23; t=3.22; P=0.002). Post-hoc prob-
ing revealed that the association between helicopter
parenting and life satisfaction was significant for
late adolescents (b=-0.13; t=-4.12; P<0.001), but
not for young adults. These moderation results are
graphically depicted in Figures 1 and 2, according
to the results obtained through the respective ana-

lyzes in PROCESS.

Discussion

Firstly, contrary to hypothesis 1, when comparing
men and women, there were no differences in levels
of helicopter parenting. The rejection of this hy-
pothesis may be related to the fact that parent-child
cohabitation is increasingly common, making pa-
rental overinvolvement something to be expected
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in their children’s lives, regardless of gender. In
addition, the traditional expectation that girls are
more controlled by their parents (40) can attenuate
the perception of helicopter parenting through its
normalization, which could result in similar per-
ceptions between boys and girls, even if parenting
practices are distinct.

Concerning hypothesis 2, the idea that there are
statistically significant differences in life satisfaction
by age group was partially confirmed. The results
revealed that the levels of satisfaction with life differ
moderately between age groups. However, it is the
late adolescents who have higher levels compared
to young adults. There seems to be no consensus
among researchers as regards to the role of age in
life satisfaction. Some studies suggest that life sat-
isfaction is relatively stable throughout adulthood
(11), others suggest fluctuations throughout life
(41). On the other hand, a study carried out by
Galambos and colleagues (42) points to an increase
in psychological well-being between the ages of 18
and 25, which seems to be associated with greater
satisfaction with life. A possible explanation for the
result obtained in this study is the fact that young
adults feel increasingly pressured to stabilize their
lives (e.g., engaging in a long-term relationship,
finding a stable job), which leads to emotions of
anxiety and poignancy, due to the assumption that
they should be more mature and independent than
they really are (6). This seems to occur, above all,
as they approach the age of 30, since in European
countries, such as Portugal, this age marks the end
of emerging adulthood and is socially expected to
give way to marriage and parenthood (43). For
these reasons one may infer that late adolescents do
not feel so pressured to leave their parents’ home,
even when reaching young adulthood, which may
eventually afford them higher levels of life satisfac-
tion than in the case of young adults.

Secondly, as conjectured in hypothesis 3, a neg-
ative relation between helicopter parenting and life
satisfaction was observed, as already documented
in other studies (44). In this case, higher levels of
helicopter parenting seem to be associated with
more anxiety and depressive symptoms, emotion-
al dysregulation and dissatisfaction with life (45),
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which may be justified by the fact that inadequate
parental involvement impairs the developmental of
fundamental psychological needs, such as autono-
my, social competence, and social connection (16).
Furthermore, there was also a negative association
between age and life satisfaction, which corrobo-
rates with the results found for hypothesis 2.
Thirdly, moderation analyses showed that gen-
der and age group play a moderating role in the
relationship between helicopter parenting and life
satisfaction. Concerning the moderating role of
gender, this study showed that the higher the lev-
els of helicopter parenting, the lower the levels of
satisfaction with life. However, this is only valid
for women, not for men. Although to the best our
knowledge no study addressed this question previ-
ously, some parallel investigations have suggested
divergence in the experience of helicopter parenting
between women and men (27, 46), which may end
up affecting life satisfaction levels unevenly across
genders. According to the biosocial theory, the defi-
nition of gender roles established by society results
in the development of gender stereotypes and, con-
sequently, in different behavioral patterns towards
women and men (40). This gender-differentiated
socialization process can lead to: the application of
different parenting strategies; the imposition of dif-
ferentially stressful developmental tasks; and social-
ly-embedded discriminations in identity formation
(47). As an example, and according to the litera-
ture, girls tend to be more supervised and less en-
couraged to be autonomous than boys (48), and are
usually driven to identify with the role of caregivers
and to distinctively value affection and interperson-
al relationships (e.g., getting married and having
children early) (49). On the other hand, boys are
commonly led to identify with more instrumental
tasks and to value characteristics such as assertive-
ness and independence (50). In addition, domestic
tasks are traditionally assigned to girls, which can
prevent boys from acquiring experience in this do-
main, and eventually make the experience of he-
licopter parenting appraised as beneficial and as a
source of comfort. Girls, on the other hand, find it
difficult to consider helicopter parenting as a source

of satisfaction, not only because girls show an earli-
er development of executive functions if compared
to boys (51), being therefore more mature, but also
because women have increasingly conquered their
emancipation, and to some extent eroded tradi-
tional gender roles. Thus, either due to maturation
processes or the social need for emancipation, gitls
tend to show higher levels of dissatisfaction with
parental overinvolvement. Additionally, empiri-
cal evidence has suggested that gender stereotypes,
when embodied, influence thoughts, feelings and
behaviors, which causes differences between men
and women in terms of mental health (52), with
women systematically reporting higher levels of
negative emotions than men throughout their lives
(53). Regarding boys, studies show that they are
expected to react to negative events in a stoic way
without showing weakness (54). Perhaps for this
reason, boys tend to have relationships with their
parents which are less intimate (47). On the other
hand, girls may feel pressured to act in accordance
with their parents’ demands, as they maintain closer
relationships with them. Therefore, it is speculated
that levels of satisfaction with life may be compro-
mised, since girls must maintain a balance between
their needs for autonomy and the demands arising
from parenting, which may in turn be aligned with
gender stereotypes. This corroborates studies show-
ing that parental psychological control is especially
harmful to girls, when compared to boys (46).

As regards the moderating role of age group,
this study showed that the higher the levels of heli-
copter parenting, the lower the levels of satisfaction
with life. However, this is valid only for late adoles-
cents, not for young adults. This result is supported
by empirical evidence demonstrating that from
late adolescence to young adulthood, individuals
become increasingly emotionally stable (55) and
are more able to suppress unwanted emotions and
thoughts (24). Thus, as they grow older, individuals
begin to use increasingly complex strategies to deal
with problematic situations (56), which eventually
predicts higher levels of life satisfaction (57). Thus,
it is speculated that young adults may have learned
to make a greater use of interpersonal coping




strategies such as resignation and/or negotiation to
minimize the negative impact of helicopter parent-
ing; conversely, late adolescents, due to the lesser
maturation of cognitive control and the resulting
impulsivity (58), are generally not so able to plan
and implement such strategies. In other words, it
is expected that older chronological age will cor-
respond to greater brain maturation and, conse-
quently, a greater capacity to perceive stressors (e.g.,
helicopter parenting) as less severe and, therefore,
less detrimental on subjective well-being.

Strengths, Limitations and Future Studies

The data obtained in this investigation may be use-
ful in the elaboration and improvement of inter-
vention programs with emerging adults and their
families of emerging adults, since the understand-
ing of gender roles and age-group specificities al-
low clinicians to meet the health needs of emerging
adults, preventing negative effects of helicopter par-
enting, particularly on life satisfaction.

Despite its contributions, this study has some
limitations. First, the sampling frame relied exclu-
sively on online procedures, thus excluding those
individuals with the lowest levels of digital literacy,
and those who, through lack of interest or oppor-
tunity, do not use social media at all. Second, data
were exclusively collected through self-report mea-
sures, as some individuals may not have complete
awareness of their emotional responses, thus reduc-
ing the accuracy of such reports; moreover, self-
reports may be easily affected by social desirability
factors and may not fully reflect what participants
actually feel, think or do. Third, our study’s sample
has a relatively small number of participants, ob-
tained through a non-probabilistic sample, and was
embedded in the Western European cultural con-
text, which may impair its external validity by limit-
ing the generalizability of findings, and decrease the
statistical power in moderation analyses. Therefore,
it would be desirable to reassess these results in a
larger and more representative sample of the popu-
lation, in terms of gender and age group. To make
the study more comprehensive, it would be relevant
to also target emerging adults who have already
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lived on their own, but, for some reason, returned
to the parental household. Specifically, It would be
pertinent to carry out a longitudinal study to moni-
tor the development of emerging adults who live
with their parents, allowing for a more in-depth as-
sessment of causal relations. Also, in future studies,
it could be interesting to examine other subgroup
specificities, taking into account other measured
variables in the context of the relationship with the
dependent variables (e.g., relationship status, em-
ployment status, reasons for parental cohabitation).
Additionally, it would be important to investigate
whether there are other moderating variables in the
association between helicopter parenting and life
satisfaction (e.g., interpersonal emotion regulation
skills, self-concept, peer relatedness).

Conclusion

Life satisfaction seems to be negatively associated
with helicopter parenting during young adulthood.
Men and women do not show statistically signifi-
cant differences in their levels of helicopter par-
enting or life satisfaction. Late adolescents report
higher levels of life satisfaction compared to young
adults. Women and late adolescents, contrary to
men and young adults, report lower levels of life
satisfaction when they experience higher levels of
helicopter parenting. Therefore, clinicians should
be cognizant of gender and age-related specificities
when attending to the health needs and well-be-
ing of emerging adults, particularly by challenging
gender stereotypes, contextually assessing the func-
tional value of parental cohabitation, and facilitat-
ing adaptive coping in emerging adults living with
parents.
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