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Abstract: Background: Overparenting is an emerging parenting style in which parents over-protect
their children from difficulties and challenges by intruding into their lives and providing exten-
sive assistance to them. Unfortunately, longitudinal studies related to overparenting were severely
lacking, particularly on its impacts on early adolescents. Moreover, studies examining the me-
diational pathways through which overparenting is associated with adolescent anxiety are scant.
This study examined the mediating role of parent-child conflict (father-child and mother-child) in
the relationship between overparenting (paternal and maternal) and adolescent anxiety over time.
Method: Based on a three-wave longitudinal data of 1074 Chinese early adolescents in Hong Kong,
the relationships among paternal and maternal overparenting, father- and mother-child conflict,
and adolescent anxiety were assessed. Results: Mother-child conflict mediated the relationship
between maternal overparenting and adolescent anxiety over time. Besides, a reverse association
of prior adolescent anxiety with subsequent maternal overparenting via mother-child conflict was
also identified. In addition, adolescent gender and family intactness did not moderate the relation-
ships among overparenting, parent-child conflict, and adolescent anxiety. Discussion: This present
study identified that the bidirectional relationship between maternal overparenting and adolescent
anxiety via mother-child conflict over time, which sheds new light on the study of overparenting on
adolescent well-being in the Chinese communities.

Keywords: overparenting; parent-child conflict; anxiety; adolescents; cross-lagged panel study; Chinese

1. Introduction

In the past decade, overparenting has caught the attention of researchers, educators,
and family theorists in understanding the relationship between overparenting and devel-
opment and wellbeing among emerging adults [1–4]. Overparenting is a developmentally
inappropriate parenting style where parents overprotect their children by involving too
much in their daily lives and providing tremendous care and attention to them [4]. Though
many parents who practice overparenting start from goodwill to ensure their children’s
success, competence, and happiness [5,6], empirical evidence consistently shows that
overparenting is associated with adolescents’ negative outcomes, including increasing
adolescent anxiety [6,7], emotional distress [8,9], procrastinated behavior [10] and narcissis-
tic traits [4,11], and decreasing adolescents’ academic motivation [12], life satisfaction [3]
and self-efficacy [13,14]. However, the study of overparenting is still at the infancy stage.
There are several limitations in the existing literature. First, a vast majority of studies
adopted a cross-sectional approach in research design e.g., [4,12], which fails to examine
the associations of overparenting with adolescent development and wellbeing over time.
Assessing the reverse effects of adolescent development on overparenting is indeed impos-
sible. Along the same vein, some studies examined the mechanisms through which the
relationship between overparenting and adolescent development occurred. For example,
Rousseau and Scharf [2] found that attachment anxiety and psychological control partially
mediated the linkage between paternal overparenting and poor adjustment of emerging
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adults. Segrin et al. [6] also found that overparenting was associated with more ineffective
coping skills of young adult children, which in turn was associated with greater stress
and anxiety. However, these scholars admitted the limitations of cross-sectional studies
in supporting or refuting mediational effects without a temporal ordering of predictor,
mediator, and outcome variables [2,6]. Indeed, examination of the underlying mechanisms
in the relationship between overparenting and adolescent developmental outcomes is
noteworthy. Second, the study of overparenting and helicopter parenting has focused
mainly on emerging adults, while overparenting on young adolescents has been largely
ignored [11]. Overparenting practice will never be developed in a nutshell. Parents who
practice overparenting are anxious about their children’s development when their children
are young [15]. Overparenting may be salient for parents with early adolescents when
they need to modify their parenting practice and readjust their parent-child relationship
boundaries [16]. However, some parents may retain the parenting strategies that they
have used in their children’s childhood to rear their adolescent children. Moreover, some
parents are anxious and less tolerant when they anticipate higher risks and vulnerabilities
for their children during the individuation process in adolescence [17], and hence they
over-react to protect their children from potential developmental vulnerabilities and fail-
ures [11]. Unfortunately, studies on overparenting for early adolescents are very limited.
Third, culture plays an important role in shaping parenting practice [18]. Hence, cultural
specificity needs to be emphasized in the conceptualization of overparenting practice. In
Chinese culture where family pride is regarded as a central pillar of Chinese familism [19],
Chinese parents are obligated to ensure their children’s success and achievement to bring
honor to the family [20]. Though Hong Kong has been influenced by western culture as
it was formerly a British colony, family pride is still the core belief of Chinese families in
Hong Kong [21]. In a qualitative study exploring how Chinese parents and adolescents
perceived overparenting, both parent and adolescent informants suggested that parental
over-reaction on children’s academic performance, over-scheduling of tutorials and talent
enhancement classes, and frequent comparison of children’s achievement among peers
were features of overparenting specific to Chinese [22]. Thus, it is necessary to use cultur-
ally sensitive measurements in the study of overparenting in Chinese communities. Last
but not the least, few studies examined the relative contributions of paternal and maternal
overparenting in their associations with adolescent wellbeing and development e.g., [4,23].
In fact, fathers are more likely to take up the bread-winning role in the family, whereas
mothers are responsible for child-rearing and family management in Chinese families [24].
Gender role differences in family processes and parenting may contribute to different
impacts on adolescent development [25]. Hence, it is commendable to examine paternal
and maternal overparenting as two separate variables. As such, this study examined the
relationships among paternal and maternal overparenting, father-child and mother-child
conflict, and adolescent anxiety using three-wave longitudinal data of Chinese adolescents
in Hong Kong.

1.1. Overparenting in Chinese Contexts

Overparenting is defined as “a form of developmentally inappropriate parenting that
is driven by parents’ overzealous desires to ensure the success and happiness of their chil-
dren, typically in a way that is construed largely in the parents’ terms, and to remove any
perceived obstacles to those positive outcomes” (4, p. 238). Segrin et al. [4] further identified
four distinct characteristics of overparenting, namely anticipatory problem-solving and risk
aversion, excessive advice and affective response, dominance over children’s self-direction,
and excessive tangible assistance to their children. Regarding the different conceptualiza-
tions of overparenting in both Chinese and U.S. cultures, Leung et al. [22] conducted a
qualitative study to explore the features of overparenting from the perspectives of parents
and adolescents respectively. Eight features were extracted from focus group interviews,
namely close monitoring and surveillance, intrusion of children’s daily routine and life
direction, an over-emphasis of children’s school achievements, repeated comparisons of
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children’s performance with peers, overscheduling of children’s activities, anticipatory
problem-solving, excessive affective involvement and excessive care [22]. While some
characteristics are similar to those identified by Segrin et al. [4] (e.g., anticipatory problem
solving, excessive advice and care, dominance over children’s self-direction), some are
unique characteristics addressing the supreme goals of family pride embedded in Chinese
culture [26] (e.g., a strong emphasis on children’s school achievements, repeated compar-
isons of children’s performance with peers, and overscheduling of children’s activities).
Corresponding to Baumrind’s [27] framework of parenting styles, Leung & Shek [28] found
that the eight overparenting features were subsumed under a hierarchical two-factor struc-
ture: over-demandingness and over-responsiveness. Overparenting is not only employed
in socializing emerging adults, similar features and patterns of overparenting are identified
in parenting young adolescents [28].

1.2. Overparenting, Parent-Child Conflict, and Adolescent Anxiety

Attachment theory [28] explains the relationship between overparenting and anxiety
among Chinese adolescents. According to attachment theory, a secure platform is necessary
for children to explore the outside world [29]. However, parents who practice overpar-
enting may hinder their children from progressive independent development, which may
lead to anxious attachment characterized by immaturity, anxiety, and depression [30].
Indeed, evidence showed that higher levels of overparenting are associated with poorer
psychological wellbeing [8] and life satisfaction [3] among adolescents, and with greater
adolescent depression and anxiety [2,3,7].

Self-determination theory [31] further accounts for the mediating role of parent-child
conflict in the relationship between overparenting and adolescent anxiety. According to the
theory, three basic psychological needs, namely autonomy, relatedness, and competence, are
linked with each other to guide human behavior [31]. During adolescence, young people
seek more autonomy and independence in their search for self-identity [32]. Overparenting
involves parental intrusion and overprotection, which may hinder adolescents’ desire for
autonomy and differentiation from their parents [33]. Adolescents may resist parental
intrusion by acting against their parents’ wishes, which will generate parent-child conflict.
A poorer parent-child relationship may in turn lead to poorer adolescent wellbeing [34].

According to the transactional theory of human development [35], the linkage between
parental behavior and adolescent development is bi-directional in nature, i.e., parental be-
havior has impacts on adolescent developmental attributes and wellbeing, at the same time,
adolescent attributes and wellbeing also affect parents in their choice of parenting strategies.
Evidence supports the bi-directional relationship between parental behavior and adoles-
cent development e.g., [36–38]. For instance, based on a longitudinal study on parental
sacrifice and hopelessness among Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong, bi-directional effects
were identified in the relationship between maternal sacrifice and adolescent hopelessness,
through which filial piety served as a mediator [36]. When adolescents experience stress
and anxiety, they may easily spill over their emotions to their parents, which may heighten
parent-child conflict. Parents may overreact to their children’s behavior and emotions by
exercising over-control and over-protection. Evidence shows that parents with anxious
children demonstrated more parental negativity and involvement to their children [39,40].
Unfortunately, the adoption of cross-sectional studies fails to examine the bi-directional
linkage between overparenting and adolescent development in the existing literature. Thus,
it is essential to examine bi-directional relationships among overparenting, parent-child
conflict, and adolescent anxiety using longitudinal data.

1.3. Parent Gender, Adolescent Gender and Family Intactness in Contributing to the Relationships

Parent gender may contribute to the relationship among overparenting, parent-child
conflict, and adolescent anxiety. According to the sex role theory [41], fathers are more goal-
oriented and achievement-focused in parenting their children, whereas mothers are more
affective and relational in socializing their children [42]. Hence, maternal parenting practice
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is more influential to the changes in the parent-child relationship and their children’s
emotional wellbeing [43].

For adolescent gender, girls are found to be more sensitive to parental affection than are
boys [44,45]. Evidence showed that overparenting was detrimental to girls’ wellbeing than
to boys’ [46], and maternal overprotection was positively linked to girls’ somatic symptoms
than to boys’ [47]. However, there were studies showing that adolescent gender did
not moderate the relationship between overparenting and adolescents’ wellbeing [48,49].
Hence, it is insightful to examine whether the relationships among overparenting, parent-
child conflict, and adolescent wellbeing will be different between adolescent boys and girls.

Family intactness may contribute to the relationships among overparenting, parent-
child conflict, and adolescent anxiety. In the studies on the relationship between marital
quality and parenting strategies, the spillover effect and the compensatory effect are
controversial in family research e.g., [50,51]. The spillover hypothesis posits that parents
with marital discord may transfer their negative emotions created in the marital subsystem
to the parent-child subsystem, leading to a poorer parent-child relationship and higher
levels of harsh parenting [50,52]. On the contrary, the compensatory hypothesis suggests
that parents who have experienced marital discord may compensate their children for
the loss or deficiencies [40,53], and parents become more supportive of their children’s
wellbeing and development [54]. Evidence shows that fathers are more vulnerable to
spilling over their stresses from marital discord to more negative parenting [51], whereas
mothers tend to compensate for their children by giving more support [54]. When applying
to overparenting and adolescent wellbeing, a previous study showed support that maternal
overparenting reduced adolescent depression in single-parent families than those in intact
families, supporting the compensatory hypothesis [7].

1.4. The Present Study

The present study examined the bi-directional mediating effects of father-child conflict
and mother-child conflict in the relationships between paternal and maternal overparenting
and adolescent anxiety over time in a sample of Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong.

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). It was hypothesized that maternal overparenting would be associated with
more mother-child conflict, which in turn would increase adolescent anxiety over time.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). There would be a reverse indirect effect of mother-child conflict on the
relationship between prior adolescent anxiety and subsequent maternal overparenting over time.

The moderating effects of adolescent gender and family intactness in the relationship
among overparenting, parent-child conflict, and adolescent anxiety over time were also ex-
amined. It was hypothesized that adolescent gender and family intactness would moderate
the relationship between maternal overparenting and adolescent anxiety over time.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Girls would perceive higher levels of anxiety when there would be higher
levels of maternal overparenting than would boys.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). At higher levels of maternal overparenting, it was hypothesized that ado-
lescents would perceive lower levels of anxiety in non-intact (divorced, widowed, separated, and
remarried) families than would those in intact families.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedures

The respondents were recruited from secondary schools using a multi-stage stratified
cluster sampling method, with geographical location and school banding as the stratifying
factors. 14 secondary schools across Hong Kong joined the study and completed the
questionnaires at three time points. At Time 1 (T1), 1463 students were studying Form One
(Grade 7) participated in the study. The students were requested to fill out the questionnaire
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at Time 2 (T2) and Time 3 (T3), with an interval of one year. However, due to the outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemic that classes were suspended in the first six months of 2020,
data was collected during Semester One of Form 4 (Grade 10) at T3. After matching,
1074 respondents were filling out the questionnaires at all three time points. The attrition
rate was calculated by dividing the number of respondents who joined the study at T1 but
failed to complete the survey at T2 and/or T3 by the total number of respondents at T1.
The attrition rate of this study was 26.6%.

At T1, 685 (46.8%) respondents were girls. The mean age was 12.66 (SD = 0.80). A
majority of respondents came from intact families (n = 1082; 74.0%), while 315 (21.6%)
respondents coming from non-intact families, including remarried (n = 119; 8.1%), di-
vorced (n = 108; 7.4%), separated (n = 55; 3.8%) and widowed (n = 33; 2.3%) families
[n = 20 respondents reported others (living with relatives, did not know), and n = 46 did
not respond]. 292 (20.0%) respondents were recipients of Comprehensive Social Security
Assistance (CSSA), which is a means-tested cash assistance for those families living in
poverty. It should be noted that the percentage of CSSA recipient respondents in this
sample was greater than that of the official statistics (In 2020, 8.5% of total households
were CSSA recipients in Hong Kong) [55,56].Logistic regression analyses were performed
to assess whether demographic characteristics (i.e., adolescent gender, family intactness)
and the studied variables (i.e., perceived paternal and maternal overparenting, father-child
and mother-child conflict, and anxiety) at Time 1 were associated with sample attrition
(dropout = 0, retention = 1). Results showed significant associations of sample retention
with adolescent gender (odds ratio [OR] = 1.27, p < 0.001) and family intactness (odds ratio
[OR] = 1.20, p < 0.05), with more girls and adolescents from intact families retained in the
study. However, the associations of all studied variables at T1 with sample retention were
non-significant, suggesting that there was a random dropout of the respondents [57]. In
this study, a sample of 1,074 respondents who had filled out the questionnaires at all three
time points was used in the analyses.

Before data collection, invitation letters on objectives and procedures of the study were
sent to students’ parents via secondary schools. Written informed consent was obtained
from the parents. The data collection was conducted during class lessons. The research
objectives, anonymity principles in data collection procedures, and respondents’ rights
to voluntarily participate in and withdraw from the research were explained by trained
research assistants. Written consent from the respondents was obtained. The students
filled out a questionnaire that contained measures of perceived parental and maternal
overparenting, father-child and mother-child conflict, anxiety, and some demographic
questions (e.g., gender, family intactness). Those students who did not join the research
were allowed to do their home assignments in class. The respondents were given adequate
time to complete the questionnaires. Identical procedures were repeated in T2 and T3.
All participants and their parents gave their informed consent for inclusion before they
participated in the study. The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of
Helsinki, and the protocol was approved and monitored by the Human Subjects Ethics
Sub-committee of The Hong Kong Polytechnic University (Project identification code:
HSEARS20170126002).

2.2. Instruments
2.2.1. Overparenting

Chinese Paternal and Maternal Overparenting Scales (PCOS/MCOS). Overparenting
is a composite of various forms of over-demanding and over-responding parenting prac-
tice [28]. Based on the existing overparenting literature e.g., [4] as well as the qualitative
results of parents’ and adolescents’ focus groups on Chinese overparenting [11], the 42-item
PCOS/MCOS were developed with eight dimensions: parental surveillance, parental intru-
sion into children’s routines and direction, over-emphasis on children’s school performance,
repeated comparisons of children’s achievements with other children’s, over-scheduling
of tutorials and talent enhancement classes, anticipatory problem-solving, excessive care,
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and disproportionate affective involvement [58]. Over-emphasis on children’s school per-
formance and over-scheduling of tutorials and talent enhancement classes are regarded
as unique features of concerted cultivation specific to Chinese parenting practice [34].
A sample item reads “I need to report everything to my father/mother” Respondents rated
each item on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = “strongly disagree”; 6 = “strongly agree”). Both
PCOS and MCOS showed good psychometric properties in a sample of early Chinese
adolescents [24]. Higher mean scores in PCOS and MCOS represent stronger perceived pa-
ternal and maternal overparenting, respectively. Both PCOS and MCOS showed excellent
reliability in this study (PCOS: α at Time 1 = 0.95; α at Time 2 = 0.95; α at Time 3 = 0.97;
MCOS: α at Time 1 = 0.95; α at Time 2 = 0.96; α at Time 3 = 0.97).

2.2.2. Parent-Child Conflict

Father–Adolescent Conflict and Mother–Adolescent Conflict Scales (FAC/MAC).
Shek [59] modified the Conflict Behavior Questionnaire [60] to develop the Chinese
FAC/MAC. Both FAC and MAC showed good psychometric properties in previous stud-
ies [59,61]. A three-item short form was used in this study [61]. A sample item reads “My
father and I always criticize or pick on each other.” Respondents rated each item on a
6-point Likert scale (1 = “strongly disagree”; 6 = “strongly agree”). Higher mean scores in
FAC and MAC indicate greater father-child and mother-child conflict, respectively. Both
FAC and MAC showed good reliability in this study (FAC: α at Time 1 = 0.89; α at Time
2 = 0.90; α at Time 3 = 0.91; MAC: α at Time 1 = 0.90; α at Time 2 = 0.89; α at Time 3 = 0.90).

2.2.3. Adolescent Anxiety

Anxiety Subscale (AS_HADS-C) of Chinese Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale
(HADS-C). Based on the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale HADS; [62], Leung and
colleagues [63] translated the measurement into the Chinese version (HADS-C). The Anxi-
ety Subscale (7 items) was used in the study. A sample item reads “I get sudden feelings of
panic”. Respondents rated each item on a 4-point Likert scale (0 = “not at all” to 3 = “most
of the time”). Higher mean scores of the AS_HADS-C indicate higher levels of anxiety.
The AS_HADS-C showed acceptable reliability of the study (α at Time 1 = 0.74; α at
Time 2 = 0.76; α at Time 3 = 0.76).

2.3. Data Analyses

To test the bi-directional mediating roles of father-child conflict and mother-child conflict
in the relationship between perceived paternal and maternal overparenting and adolescent
anxiety over time, cross-lagged panel analyses using the software program of AMOS 26.0
were performed [64]. NFI and CFI > 0.90 and RMSEA < 0.08 were used as the goodness-of-fit
indicators [65]. I further performed bootstrapping mediation tests using 5000 bootstrapped re-
samples in AMOS 26.0 to assess the significance of the mediating effects [66]. In case a “zero”
value did not appear between the upper and lower bounds of bias-corrected 95% confidence
intervals in the bootstrapping mediation test, the mediating effect was supported [66]. The
ratio of indirect effect to the total effects was regarded as the effect size of the standardized
indirect effect [67]. In case direct and indirect effects show opposite direction, absolute values
of regression coefficients were used in calculating the ratio [68].

In addition, multiple group analyses were performed to assess whether adolescent
gender and family intactness would moderate the regression paths among paternal and
maternal overparenting, father-child and mother-child conflict, and adolescent anxiety.
The unconstrained model was evaluated using NFI and CFI > 0.90, RMSEA < 0.08 as the
goodness-of-fit indicators [65]. An equality constraint was imposed on each structural path
between groups. In case the chi-square value of an imposed constraint was significant be-
tween the tested model and the unconstrained model, a moderating effect of the moderator
was supported.
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3. Results

Table 1 lists the descriptive statistics of the studied variables. The absolute values
of skewness and kurtosis were less than 2 and 7 respectively, supporting the assump-
tions of normality of the studied variables [69]. Full information maximum likelihood
(FIML) estimation was adopted in handling missing data. FLML is a technique to estimate
each parameter directly without filling in missing data values. It estimates the likelihood
function for each respondent based on one’s available variables [70]. This technique is
robust in accommodating missing data and enhancing the accuracy and power of analyses
when compared with other approaches [71]. Correlational analyses showed that perceived
paternal overparenting at T1 was positively related to father-child conflict concurrently
and longitudinally, but it was only related to anxiety at T1. Perceived maternal overpar-
enting at T1 was positively related to mother-child conflict and anxiety concurrently and
longitudinally. Furthermore, adolescent anxiety at T1 was positively related to maternal
overparenting, father-child conflict, and mother-child conflict concurrently and longitudi-
nally, and it was associated with paternal overparenting at T1. In addition, boys perceived
more negatively on paternal overparenting and father-child conflict than did girls at all
three time points (Table 2). Family intactness was also positively related to paternal over-
parenting at three time points but was negatively related to mother-child conflict at T1 and
T3 respectively (Table 2).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the variables.

Range Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach’s Alpha

1. Perceived paternal overparenting (T1) 1–6 2.59 0.81 0.41 0.49 0.95
2. Perceived paternal overparenting (T2) 1–6 2.56 0.77 0.26 −0.05 0.95
3. Perceived paternal overparenting (T3) 1–6 2.51 0.80 0.34 0.22 0.97
4. Perceived maternal overparenting (T1) 1–6 3.11 0.91 0.07 −0.03 0.95
5. Perceived maternal overparenting (T2) 1–6 3.08 0.90 −0.04 −0.21 0.96
6. Perceived maternal overparenting (T3) 1–6 3.00 0.89 0.13 0.06 0.97
7. Father-child conflict (T1) 1–6 2.72 1.35 0.60 −0.28 0.89
8. Father-child conflict (T2) 1–6 2.86 1.34 0.47 −0.44 0.90
9. Father-child conflict (T3) 1–6 2.92 1.28 0.41 −0.32 0.91
10. Mother-child conflict (T1) 1–6 3.02 1.40 0.36 −0.66 0.90
11. Mother-child conflict (T2) 1–6 3.16 1.32 0.24 −0.52 0.89
12. Mother-child conflict (T3) 1–6 3.23 1.32 0.13 −0.67 0.90
13. Anxiety (T1) 1–4 2.20 0.53 0.31 0.12 0.74
14. Anxiety (T2) 1–4 2.18 0.52 0.25 0.18 0.76
15. Anxiety (T3) 1–4 2.23 0.51 0.26 0.14 0.76
16. Gender (boys = 0, girls = 1) 0–1 N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A.
17. Family Intactness (non-intact = 0, intact = 1) 0–1 N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A.

Table 2. Correlations of the variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

1. Perceived paternal
overparenting (T1) 1.00

2. Perceived paternal
overparenting (T2)

0.61
*** 1.00

3. Perceived paternal
overparenting (T3)

0.50
***

0.56
*** 1.00

4. Perceived maternal
overparenting (T1)

0.51
***

0.32
***

0.28
*** 1.00

5. Perceived maternal
overparenting (T2)

0.34
***

0.54
***

0.33
***

0.63
*** 1.00

6. Perceived maternal
overparenting (T3)

0.30
***

0.35
***

0.59
***

0.54
***

0.65
*** 1.00

7. Father-child conflict (T1) 0.32
***

0.20
***

0.13
***

0.17
***

0.12
*** 0.06 * 1.00

8. Father-child conflict (T2) 0.20
***

0.33
***

0.19
*** 0.05 0.19

***
0.10
**

0.53
*** 1.00

9. Father-child conflict (T3) 0.19
***

0.23
***

0.32
*** 0.06 0.12

***
0.19
***

0.46
***

0.51
*** 1.00

10. Mother-child conflict
(T1)

0.13
*** 0.06 0.05 0.37

***
0.27
***

0.20
***

0.34
***

0.16
***

0.14
*** 1.00

11. Mother-child conflict
(T2)

0.11
***

0.18
***

0.10
**

0.27
***

0.40
***

0.29
***

0.23
***

0.32
***

0.18
***

0.51
*** 1.00

12. Mother-child conflict
(T3) 0.07 * 0.07 * 0.19

***
0.22
***

0.30
***

0.40
***

0.15
***

0.15
***

0.35
***

0.45
***

0.50
*** 1.00

13. Anxiety (T1) 0.09
** 0.06 0.04 0.16

***
0.13
***

0.10
**

0.22
***

0.17
***

0.15
***

0.29
***

0.21
***

0.15
*** 1.00

14. Anxiety (T2) 0.03 0.06 0.04 0.14
***

0.19
***

0.13
***

0.17
***

0.21
***

0.21
***

0.21
***

0.26
***

0.20
***

0.51
*** 1.00

15. Anxiety (T3) 0.00 0.04 0.07 * 0.09
**

0.14
***

0.17
***

0.12
***

0.14
***

0.23
***

0.17
***

0.20
***

0.26
***

0.41
***

0.54
*** 1.00

16. Gender (boys = 0,
girls = 1)

−0.09
**

−0.11
**

−0.15
*** −0.03 −0.07

*
−0.10

** −0.06 −0.09
**

−0.07
* −0.01 −0.03 −0.03 −0.02 −0.06

* 0.01 1.00

17. Family Intactness
(non-intact = 0, intact = 1)

0.08
**

0.08
**

0.09
** −0.03 −0.02 −0.01 −0.01 −0.01 0.06 −0.10

** −0.05 −0.08
** −0.03 −0.02 −0.06

* −0.04

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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We tested the bi-directional mediational model (M1), which included the direct effect
of paternal and maternal overparenting at T1 on adolescent anxiety at T3, the reverse
direct effect of adolescent anxiety at T1 on paternal and maternal overparenting at T3,
and bi-directional indirect effects with father-child conflict and mother-child conflict at T2
serving as mediators (Figure 1). M1 showed an acceptable fit of the data, with CFI and
NFI values of 0.945 and 0.936 respectively [65]; and RMSEA value of 0.073 [65] (Table 3).
Maternal overparenting at T1 was positively related to greater mother-child conflict at
T2 (β = 0.11; p < 0.001), which in turn was associated with higher levels of adolescent
anxiety at T3 (β = 0.06; p < 0.01). H1a was supported. Moreover, adolescent anxiety at
T1 was associated with greater mother-child conflict at T2 (β = 0.06; p < 0.05), which in
turn was linked to stronger maternal overparenting at T3 (β = 0.05; p < 0.05). H1b was also
supported (Figure 1). Bootstrapping mediation tests [62] supported both mediating effects
of mother-child conflict at T2 on the relationship between maternal overparenting at T1
and adolescent anxiety at T3 [standardized indirect effect = 0.007, p < 0.05; 95% CI = (0.001;
0.010); effect size = 0.40] and that on the relationship between adolescent anxiety at T1 and
maternal overparenting at T3 [standardized indirect effect = 0.003, p < 0.05; 95% CI = (0.001;
0.016); effect size = 0.38].
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Table 3. Cross-lagged panel analyses of mediating role of parent-child conflict between overparenting and adolescent
anxiety and moderating roles of adolescent gender and family intactness.

Description Model x2 df CFI NFI RMSEA Model
Comparison ∆x2 ∆df

Mediational model of
overparenting on

adolescent anxiety via
parent-child conflict

M1 441.894 *** 66 0.945 0.936 0.073

Invariant test of M1 by
adolescent gender

Unconstrained model M2a 471.671 *** 110 0.947 0.934 0.055
Constrained model M2b 511.561 *** 145 0.947 0.928 0.049 M2b and M2a 41.564 35

Invariant test of M1 by
family intactness

Unconstrained model M3a 460.588 *** 110 0.947 0.934 0.056
Constrained model M3b 497.189 *** 145 0.947 0.928 0.049 M3b and M3a 40.324 35

*** p < 0.001.
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For the moderating effects of adolescent gender on the bi-directional indirect re-
lationships between overparenting (paternal and maternal) and adolescent anxiety via
father-child and mother-child conflict, multiple group analyses did not show any differ-
ence between constrained (M2b) and unconstrained (M2a) models across both gender
groups, with ∆x2 = 41.564 (p > 0.05) (Table 3). H2 was not supported. Moreover, there was
invariance in the tested model between adolescents from intact families and those from non-
intact families (divorced, separated, widowed, and remarried families), with ∆x2 = 40.324
(p > 0.05) between constrained (M3b) and unconstrained (M3a) models (Table 3). H3 was
not supported. In summary, adolescent gender and family intactness did not moderate
the indirect relationships between paternal and maternal overparenting and adolescent
anxiety via father- and mother-child conflict.

4. Discussion

The study examined the relationships among paternal and maternal overparenting,
father-child and mother-child conflict, and adolescent anxiety in Chinese adolescents in
Hong Kong. Results indicated that mother-child conflict mediated the relationship between
maternal overparenting and adolescent anxiety over time, supporting H1a. Furthermore,
the mother-child conflict also mediated the reverse effects of prior adolescent anxiety on
subsequent maternal overparenting over time, supporting H1b. The findings lend some
support to self-determination theory [31] by showing that maternal overparenting increases
adolescent anxiety via heightened mother-child conflict (i.e., H1a). Adolescents seek more
autonomy and independence during the individuation process [17]. However, parents
who practice overparenting fail to grant autonomy to their adolescent children and intrude
into their daily routine and life direction [72]. Furthermore, parental overprotection also
obstructs adolescents from self-differentiation from their parents [73]. The desire for greater
autonomy and differentiation may lead to conflict with their parents. Indeed, parent-child
conflict may reduce adolescents’ relatedness with their parents, which may link to greater
anxiety. As predicted, the mediational pathway occurred at the maternal side. Paternal
overparenting was not associated with adolescent anxiety over time. Based on gender
role theory [74], mothers take up more responsibilities in family management and child-
rearing, whereas fathers are mainly the breadwinners of the family. The proposition also
corresponds to the Chinese cultural inclination of “nan zhu wai, nu zhu nei” (man works
outside the family, whereas woman works inside the family) [75]. Hence, fathers are less
involved in parenting (and overparenting) and paternal overparenting is less influential to
induce anxiety in their adolescent children.

Interestingly, the results indicated that prior anxiety was associated with subsequent
maternal overparenting via the induction of mother-child conflict (i.e., H1b). Anxious
adolescents are more likely to lose their temper when they feel stressed, which may
heighten parent-child conflict. In response, parents may become more over-involved and
over-controlling to handle their children’s emotions [39], hoping to reduce their children’s
anxiety and distress [76]. As mothers are more affective and responsive to their children’s
needs [43], they may practice more overparenting to regulate their children’s emotions.

Although some cross-sectional studies identified that the association of overparenting
with adolescent wellbeing was stronger for boys than girls e.g., [46], the findings showed
that adolescent gender did not moderate the relationships among overparenting, parent-
child conflict, and adolescent anxiety over time (i.e., H2). During the individuation process,
adolescents need to separate themselves from their parents and explore their self-identity
through interactions with the outside world [17,77], regardless of adolescent gender. Hence,
both adolescent boys and girls may have a conflict with their overparenting parents during
the adolescence stage. The findings also indicated that family intactness did not moderate
the relationships among overparenting, parent-child conflict, and adolescent anxiety over
time (i.e., H3). As mentioned, when adolescents develop, they seek greater autonomy for
their development. Even though single parents may want to compensate their children by
overprotecting them from further hurt and distress, adolescents from single-parent families
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may still prefer to have more autonomy and space to build up their self-identity and
competence. Hence, overparenting practice may be regarded as a constraint on adolescents’
pursuit of autonomy and independence, regardless of family structure.

There are several implications in the study. Theoretically, the study is pioneering
in examining the relationships among overparenting, parent-child conflict, and adoles-
cent anxiety over time using longitudinal data of a sample of Chinese adolescents. The
mediating role of mother-child conflict on the association of prior maternal overparent-
ing and subsequent adolescent anxiety was identified. Moreover, a reverse association
of prior adolescent anxiety with subsequent maternal overparenting via mother-child
conflict was also confirmed. In view of the paucity of conducting longitudinal research
on overparenting, the study provides a more robust empirical support of the mediating
role of parent-child conflict in the bi-directional relationships between overparenting and
adolescent anxiety, which facilitates the development of family process model related
to overparenting. Furthermore, the study identified that the mediation occurred on the
maternal side of Chinese families, whereas the father-child conflict did not mediate the
relationship between paternal overparenting and adolescent anxiety. The findings provide
insight on understanding how parent gender makes a difference in the effects of adolescent
anxiety, which is essential in the study of adolescence and the family. Last but not the least,
the findings indicated that adolescent gender and family intactness did not moderate the
relationship among overparenting, parent-child conflict, and adolescent anxiety over time,
which add new evidence to the study of overparenting in early adolescence.

Practically, while many studies indicate that negative parenting (e.g., parental alien-
ation, harsh parenting, psychological control) lead to parent-child conflict and adolescent
anxiety [77–81], it is insightful to identify that over-involvement and over-care of mothers
is associated with higher adolescent anxiety via heightened mother-child conflict. Hence,
family practitioners and youth counselors may need to help those families practicing
overparenting. Parental education is essential to reduce mothers’ practice of overparenting,
and family counseling can be provided for mother-child dyads to resolve their conflict.

There are several limitations of the study. First, the study was designed to capture ado-
lescents’ perspectives in examining the relationship between overparenting, parent-child
conflict, and anxiety. This approach is justified as adolescents are “receivers” of parenting
practice [82] and their subjective reactions to overparenting are critical in inducing their
emotions. However, as pointed out by Day et al. [83], collecting data from solely one
member may result in limitations for “extrapolating a sequence of events that may lead to
a certain decision or interactional style” (p. 110). Hence, it is methodologically preferable
to collect data from multiple informants (i.e., parents and adolescents). Secondly, data
collection at T3 was largely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and school suspension.
Evidence shows that routine disruption due to the pandemic is associated with greater
parent-child conflict, which leads to the poor psychological wellbeing of children and ado-
lescents [84]. The situation may be more salient for mothers who practice overparenting,
as mothers may feel disturbed by routine disruption and they intrude more into their
children’s lives to reduce their anxiety [15], which may heighten mother-child conflict.
Hence, it is suggested to replicate the study in the future. Third, as the percentage of CSSA
recipient respondents in the sample was greater than that of the official statistics in 2020 (i.e.,
8.5% of total households were CSSA recipients in Hong Kong) [56,57], the findings should
be interpreted with caution. Fourth, the adolescent sample was recruited in Hong Kong.
Since Hong Kong was formerly a British colony and families are affected by both Chinese
and Western cultures, the relationship among overparenting, parent-child conflict, and
adolescent anxiety may be different from those in other Chinese communities. There is a
need to replicate the study in other Chinese communities (such as mainland Taiwan, China)
and non-Chinese communities (e.g., the U.S.). Last but not the least, as overparenting has
been identified in emerging adults, it is suggested to examine the relationships among
overparenting, parent-child conflict, and adolescent anxiety in a sample of emerging adults.
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5. Conclusions

Despite the limitations, the study is novel in examining the mediating effect of parent-
child conflict in the relationship between overparenting and adolescent anxiety using
three-wave longitudinal data of Chinese early adolescents in Hong Kong. The findings
identified that mother-child conflict mediated the bi-directional associations of maternal
overparenting and adolescent anxiety over time, supporting self-determination theory [30].
Moreover, adolescent gender and family intactness did not moderate the relationships
among overparenting, parent-child conflict, and adolescent anxiety over time. In view
of scant longitudinal research on overparenting in early adolescence, the present study
contributes an important step to address the research gaps.
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