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During the transition to college, emerging adults are expected to develop independence 

and increase individual responsibility as they live away from home for the first time. Modern 

electronic communication has enabled emerging adults to maintain frequent, daily contact with 

the parent, a pattern of communication Hofer refers to as an “electronic tether.” This study 

examined the link between parenting style and the development of independence of first year, 

first semester college students. Although these students were in frequent contact with their 

designated parent, no correlation between frequency of communication and parenting style or 

independence was found. Both authoritative and helicopter parenting significantly positively 

predicted attitudinal independence. However, permissive parenting functioned as a significant 

negative predictor. Authoritarian, permissive, and helicopter parenting significantly positively 

predicted conflictual independence. However, authoritative parenting functioned as a 

significant negative predictor. Both authoritative and helicopter parenting significantly 

positively predicted emotional and functional independence.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Emerging adulthood is considered a distinct developmental period during which many 

young people  leave the family of origin to attend college, an activity viewed as one of the more 

significant life events. During this time emerging adults work to develop independence and 

increase individual responsibility as they manage academic and social calendars, complete 

academic tasks, and adapt to new stressors and challenges related to living away from their 

family, often for the first time (Hiester, Nordstrom, & Swenson, 2009). Emerging adults move to 

college, make new friends, adjust to new learning and teaching styles, manage finances, and 

spend time unencumbered by parental oversight in new experiences that may result in 

disequilibrium (Arnett, Kloep, Hendry, & Tanner, 2011). The transition to college has 

traditionally allowed for a physical separation from parents as the student passes into new 

environments with the promise of exciting possibilities and developmental opportunities (Lee, 

Meszaros, & Colvin, 2009), as well as a change away from the traditional support systems of the 

family toward resources and conditions provided by the university (Arnett et al., 2011). 

Arnett (2000) portrays emerging adults as engaging in the process of accepting more 

responsibility for their actions and becoming independent decision-makers while continuing to 

rely on their parents for a number of resources. This new relationship between parent and child 

is characterized by more companionship and less conflict as students begin to develop 

emotional autonomy (Arnett, 2000; Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986).  

 As individuals begin to mature during adolescence, increases in independence and 

emotional autonomy allow for more mature relationships (McElhaney, Allen, Stephenson, & 

Hare, 2009). Steinberg and Silverberg (1986) suggest teens begin exhibiting aspects of 
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emotional autonomy that include de-idealization and nondependence on parents, while 

forming a more individualized sense of self.  As adolescents move into emerging adulthood they 

begin to depend more on themselves rather than their parents as they work to develop a sense 

of becoming capable, responsible individuals (McElhaney et al., 2009). 

Psychosocial Development and Parenting 

Psychosocial developmental theory is particularly useful when examining college 

student interpersonal and intrapersonal development (Sandoval-Lucero, 2014) and has 

historically been addressed by theorists such as Erikson (1959, 1968), Marcia (1966, 1976, 

2002), Josselson (1973, 1982, 1987), Chickering (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993), and Arnett 

(2000). Psychosocial theories evaluate the development of emotions, attitudes, and values that 

arise during the college experience and can include aspects of relationship and career 

development (Sandoval-Lucero, 2014). Through psychosocial development, emerging adults are 

expected to assume more accountability for their actions with diminishing involvement by their 

parents, and this has been shown to lead to greater academic achievement (Hofer, 2008; 

Steinberg, 2001). 

 The psychosocial frameworks of Erikson (1959), Marcia (1966), and Josselson (1973) 

have provided significant insight into the progression of identity in adolescents and emerging 

adults and the importance of environment, context, and parents in that developmental process 

(Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). Although Erikson (1959) did not specifically 

address college students, his theory noted developmental issues appropriate to this population 

and gave subsequent theorists a foundation upon which to build. Chickering (1969; Chickering 

& Reisser, 1993) established possibly the most widely used psychosocial theory relating 
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specifically to college student development (Taub, 2008), distinguishing seven tasks, or vectors, 

of college student identity development that included developing competence, managing 

emotions, moving through autonomy toward interdependence, developing mature 

interpersonal relationships, establishing identity, developing purpose, and developing integrity.  

First published in 1969, Chickering’s original theory examining traditionally-aged college 

students was later revised (see Chickering & Reisser, 1993).  The first vector, developing 

competence, addressed three types of competence that include the development of 

intellectual, physical and manual, and interpersonal proficiencies. Intellectual competence is 

related to an individual’s ability to understand, analyze, and synthesize information, master 

content, and integrate more points of view into one’s skill inventory. The ability to physically 

complete tasks, gaining self-discipline and strength, as well as developing the ability to listen, 

cooperate, and communicate to establish interpersonal relationships with others complete this 

vector.  Research on the parents’ impact on the development of competence is mixed. Bartle-

Haring and Sabatelli (1997) found college students with lower levels of separation from parents 

experienced less interpersonal competence, yet others found a positive correlation between 

parent-child attachment and social competence in undergraduate students (Kenny & 

Donaldson, 1991). Emerging adults must be provided the opportunity to tackle challenges 

independently from parents in order to develop the intellectual, physical and manual, and 

interpersonal competences prescribed by Chickering (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993), and 

Taub (2008) has argued more investigation into the impact of parents’ involvement on the 

development of emerging adults’ competence is needed. 
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 In his second vector, managing emotions, Chickering contended college students 

experience a wide variety of emotions including fear, anger, boredom, and tension, and an 

inability to manage these feelings may overwhelm and derail development (Chickering, 1969; 

Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Emerging adults are becoming aware of these emotions and their 

management and are developing appropriate channels for expression and control. It is not only 

negative emotions that college students learn to regulate, however. Positive feelings such as 

rapture, wonder, and awe, although not given as much attention in research, must also be 

integrated into college students’ awareness, self-control, and self-expression (Chickering, 1969; 

Chickering & Reisser, 1993). 

 In moving through autonomy toward interdependence, the third vector, Chickering 

(1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993) recognized the need for the college student to learn to 

function with self-sufficiency, take responsibility for actions and behaviors, and operate without 

the need for reassurance or approval from parents. Adolescents and emerging adults are 

beginning to think critically, organizing their activities in a self-directed way, and are building 

new relationships with their parents based on equality and reciprocity, and interpersonal 

relationships expand to include respecting the unique views of others.  Chickering and Reisser 

(1993) clearly illustrated how parents could impede students’ development of autonomy by 

being domineering, overly restrictive, and excessively supportive. Taub (1997) found 

disproportionate amounts of support were inversely associated with the development of 

autonomy of college women and their ability to solve problems on their own. Although 

emerging adulthood is a period during which Arnett (2000) contends young adults may 

experience “semiautonomy” (i.e., living away from parents in dorms or off-campus housing), 
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these students often remain dependent on their parents for a number of resources. Entering 

college is considered an “intermediate step” on the path to autonomy (Goldscheider & 

Davanzo, 1986), and continued parent-child attachment often provides supports that can aid in 

the transition to adulthood (Taub, 2008). However, Chickering and Reisser (1993) do not 

address how parents can provide a suitable amount of support while still encouraging 

appropriate disengagement and autonomy development. 

 Chickering’s vector, developing mature relationships, requires the individual to be 

tolerant and appreciative of the differences of others as well as have a capacity for intimacy 

(Chickering, 1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993). College students are exposed to a variety of 

individuals with different values, cultures, beliefs, and backgrounds, and their involvement with 

these individuals leads to a greater awareness and acceptance of others. Empathy, altruism, 

objectivity, and a knowledge of diversity increase, allowing for growth in healthy and lasting 

intimate relationships. A change in the relationship between parent and child occurs during this 

time as emerging adults may question the values and beliefs they held as children as they 

reevaluate and develop a more realistic relationship with their parents based on equality. 

 Although identity development has been determined to be a central feature of 

adolescence and emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000; Erikson, 1968), it is a life-long endeavor.  In 

vector five, establishing identity, Chickering contends the college student is responsible for 

becoming more content with the self and how that self is perceived by others. Students are 

becoming more comfortable with their body and appearance; gender and sexual orientation; 

their place in cultural, social, and historical context; and developing a clear self-concept in light 

of the feedback they receive from those important to them. Establishing identity also requires 

5 



adolescents and emerging adults to reflect on their ethnic heritage and family of origin and find 

acceptance of the self in terms of being capable and worthwhile (Chickering, 1969; Chickering & 

Reisser, 1993). 

Many individuals begin college with only the vaguest notion of what they want to do 

with their lives, what career they would like to pursue, and what activities give them fulfillment.  

In Chickering’s vector of developing purpose, he maintains that throughout the college career, 

students learn more about themselves and formulate plans that integrate their personal 

interests, professional goals, and interpersonal commitments that give life meaning. Chickering 

(1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993) points out an individual’s purpose can be broad in meaning; 

it does not have to be based only on paid work. By discovering purpose, college students 

uncover what they love to do, what fulfills them, and what talents they can employ to actualize 

their potential.  

 Chickering’s (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993) final vector, developing integrity, is 

related to establishing values based on the college students’ own beliefs, not those of others, 

and applying them to their own behavior. When students leave home for the first time they 

bring with them the values they have acquired from their parents, school, community, and 

other sources. As these values are often challenged in the college environment, individuals 

must develop a value system that balances the interests of others with their own. Core values 

are often adjusted and a personalized value system is established, which signifies integrity. 

Chickering and Reisser (1993) acknowledge parents are quite influential in the values and 

beliefs emerging adults bring with them to college, and further maturity can often bring conflict 
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into the parent-child relationship as experiences and curriculum that may force emerging adults 

to challenge the belief systems of the family may also threaten the parent. 

Arguing the developmental path toward independence was often promoted by leaving 

home, Chickering and Reisser (1993) contended the need for independent decision-making 

often led to greater disengagement from parents and more autonomous behavior.  Although 

still relevant today, Chickering’s ideas were developed at a time when, after leaving home, 

college students were less able to readily access the parent as parents were often unable to be 

immediately contacted by phone or through other forms of communication.  Consequently, 

students were more likely required to learn how to make decisions on their own, paving the 

way toward adulthood and autonomous behavior (Hofer, 2008). However, with the advent of 

cell phones, text messaging, e-mail, and other technological advances, today’s emerging adult is 

better able to quickly contact the parent when in need of advice as s/he navigates the 

responsibilities and complexities of the college experience. These technological advances often 

provide the opportunity for new college students and their parents to remain in close contact, 

potentially enabling the parent to continue in the role of influential decision-maker beyond 

what may be developmentally appropriate.  

A style of parenting has recently emerged to describe the relationship between the new 

generation of college students born after 1982 (i.e., “Millennials”) and their parents (see 

DeBard, 2004; Howe & Strauss, 2000, 2007; Taub, 2008). Described as being sheltered, 

pressured, achieving, confident, conventional, and team-oriented (Howe & Strauss, 2000), 

Lowery (2004) argues Millennials have been reared in an environment profoundly different 

from that of previous generations. Baby boomer parents who often waited until later in life to 
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have children became very involved in their young child’s life, taking an active interest in social 

success through the arrangement of play dates, academic success through participation in PTA 

and volunteer work with their child’s school, and  extracurricular achievement with 

participation in sports and music lessons (DeBard, 2004). Oftentimes this involvement in every 

aspect of their child’s existence included behavioral and psychological control in creating a 

world in which children were never inconvenienced or disappointed and were never required 

to experience failure or make difficult decisions (Cline & Faye, 2006; Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 

2012). These parents have been given the moniker “helicopter parents” (Cline & Faye, 2006), 

and adolescents of these parents have often been found to have difficulty thinking for 

themselves or coping with everyday problems.  

 The parents of Millennials often claim they are justified in their involvement in the lives 

of their college student (Henning, 2007). Parent education levels, divorce rates, family 

composition, and family constellations that may include unmarried partners, grandparents, 

legal guardians, or other combinations, have redefined the family and, as Baby boomer parents 

have often exercised responsibility and control for aging parents, grandparents, and adult 

children still living at home, it is only logical that they continue to exercise control and decision-

making in their college students’ experience too (Daniel, Evans, & Scott, 2001). Many student 

affairs personnel indicate an increase in parents of Millennials calling administrators regarding 

their child’s roommate or coursework issues, often without the student first attempting to seek 

resolution through appropriate university channels (Lowery, 2004).  

While parents may believe they are protecting their children, Seiffge-Krenke (2006) has 

indicated this overindulgence and overprotective behavior reduces independence and may 
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make it more difficult for the student to develop coping and decision-making skills necessary 

when dealing with life’s challenges. While it is expected parents would worry about problem-

solving and decision-making abilities of their children, helicopter parents often perform tasks 

for the child rather than allowing him/her to independently resolve issues (LeMoyne & 

Buchanan, 2011; Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). Helicopter parents may continue their 

involvement throughout their child’s college career, unlike parents of the past whose 

communication with their student was more limited to brief weekly phone calls and visits 

during holidays and semester breaks (Conneely, Good, & Perryman, 2011). 

 It is unclear whether extreme parental involvement should be considered normative in 

today’s society and if this intense support is beneficial or detrimental to the development of 

independence in emerging adults (Fingerman et al., 2012).  Adolescents and emerging adults 

with highly involved parents have been found to have more prosocial behaviors. College 

students have also reported increased feelings of hope and satisfaction with life, and many 

perceive high levels of support and involvement by parents as appropriate (Day & Padilla-

Walker, 2009; Fingerman et al., 2012). In a survey of 438 undergraduates from four universities, 

Padilla-Walker and Nelson (2012) found hovering behaviors of parents negatively related to 

their students’ engagement in school and the ability of the emerging adult to become self-

reliant. Emerging adults saw their helicopter parents as low in autonomy-granting, but high in 

emotional support and guidance. Howe and Strauss (2000, 2007), on the other hand, discuss 

that this new generation of college students valued their parents’ opinions and considered 

themselves very close to their parents. Emerging adults often describe their relationship with 

their parents as a friendship before a parent-child relationship (Howe & Strauss, 2007), which 
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may, consequently, extend parental involvement in decision-making and autonomy 

development (Nelson et al., 2007).  

 Few studies have examined the effect of helicopter parenting practices and how they 

might contribute to the development of independence in college students.  Although Chickering 

(1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993) said little about the role parents played in the identity 

development of their children, both Erikson (1968) and Chickering (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 

1993) believed it was necessary for there to be complete separation and individuation from the 

parent in order for identity formation to optimally occur.  Recently, researchers have 

questioned this belief in light of results indicating secure attachment relationships are more 

influential to successful development throughout the lifespan (Kenny & Rice, 1995; Samuolis, 

Layburn, & Schiaffino, 2001; Taub, 2008). Current research suggests parents of Millennials may 

be going to extremes with their involvement in their students’ career development, citing 

anecdotal accounts from student affairs personnel indicating parents contact professors and 

university personnel directly about their child’s grades or performance, accompany them to job 

fairs and interviews, and even attempt to negotiate compensation packages with new 

employers, activities that go well beyond basic support and may work to stifle the development 

of purpose and maturity (Taub, 2008).  

 Further, with regard to Chickering’s (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993) vector related to 

developing integrity and the establishment of values, Howe and Strauss (2000) found 

Millennials are more conventional than previous generations and often identify and exhibit less 

separation from the beliefs of the family of origin. Consequently, it is speculated that emerging 

adults may be less inclined to explore new value systems and, ultimately, foreclose (Marcia, 
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1966, 2002), demonstrating reluctance to accept values and beliefs that may challenge the 

close relationship they have with their parents (Howe & Strauss, 2000; Taub, 2008).  

Parent-College Student Communication 

 Historically, students were typically expected to negotiate Chickering’s (1969; Chickering 

& Reisser, 1993) vectors during the first two years of college (Taub, 2008) at a time when they 

physically separated from the family of origin and had more limited daily contact with parents.  

However, with the technological advances of cell phones, text messaging, e-mail, and other 

modes of contact, there is no question today’s emerging adult is the most technologically 

wired, having grown up in the digital age of Apple and Microsoft, with CDs, mobile phones, 

personal computers, and the Internet (Levine & Dean, 2012).  Kohut, Parker, Keeter, Doherty, 

and Dimock (2007) reported that of 579 18- to 25-year-olds surveyed, 86% used the Internet at 

least occasionally, 51% had sent or received a text, and 50% had sent or received an e-mail in 

the preceding 24 hours. Based on a non-random online sample of 1,021 Internet users, 

Anderson and Rainie (2012) reported 97% of 18- to 29-year-olds in their survey had cell phones, 

96% were regular Internet users, and 84% used social networking sites. According to Lenhart 

(2012), teens between the ages of 14-17 send an average of 100 texts per day. The teens in this 

study would now be in their first years of college. Consequently, the emerging adult of today 

has grown up in a global society in which there is virtually a continual exchange of information 

(Levine & Dean, 2012). 

Moreover, these advances in technology have enabled college students to more easily 

access their parents.  Trice (2002) conducted one of the earliest studies on the frequency of 

parent-child communication with the advent of e-mail and found new technologies had 
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increased contact from once weekly to over 6 times per week.  Kohut et al. (2007) found 80% of 

the participants in their study had spoken to their parents on cell phones within the past day 

and communicated with them an average of 10.4 times per week.  Levine and Dean (2012) 

indicated 41% of the 5000 undergraduates they surveyed were in touch with their parents at 

least once per day through phone calls, texts, or e-mail, while 19% were in contact at least 3 

times per day. 

Junco and Mastrodicasa (2007) reported students talked to their parents on average 1.5 

times per day for various reasons, including just to check in (82.9%) or to discuss academic 

success (75.7%), their social life (66.5%), and work (59.3%). Other topics of conversation 

included money, health, college courses, assignments, majors, roommates, friends, and 

meetings with advisors (Junco & Mastrodiscasa, 2007; Levine & Dean, 2012). Hofer (2008) has 

labeled this near-constant communication between emerging adults and their parents as an 

“electronic tether,” arguing emerging adults continue to depend on their parents to solve 

problems for them.  Further, Hofer’s research indicated recurrent patterns of communication 

between the emerging adult and the parent were correlated with lower rates of autonomy and 

satisfaction, particularly among male students.   

Statement of the Problem 

Although newspapers, magazine articles, and popular television shows have addressed 

the question of parental involvement in children’s lives, there remains an inadequate 

understanding of the digital influences of parental engagement via this electronic tether and 

the development of independence during emerging adulthood. Compared to college students 

of the 1970s and 1980s when communication with the parent was often restricted to a weekly 
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collect call from a pay phone or an infrequent visit home, today’s emerging adults have access 

to the parent via cell phones and text messaging, e-mail, and social media that allow for near 

instantaneous contact 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  While this contact may be beneficial in 

some aspects, it might also allow for the possibility of over-involvement and intrusiveness on 

the part of the parent, potentially inhibiting the student’s development of autonomy and 

completion of the tasks described by Chickering (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Hofer, 2008; 

Levine & Dean, 2012; Taub, 2008).   

Researchers have only recently begun to explore the effect of the nearly instantaneous 

communication provided by cell phones on social interaction, human development, and family 

relationships (Aoki & Downes, 2003; Lee, Meszaros, & Colvin, 2009), and much of the research 

to date has been qualitative and aimed at attitudes toward cell phone use and the relationship 

of this use to parental attachment. While empirical research has found student adjustment to 

college may be positively affected by the strength of parental attachment which can contribute 

to adaptation beyond this transition (Berman, Heiss, & Sperling, 1994; Lapsley & Edgerton, 

2002; Samulois, Layburn, & Schiaffino, 2001), when levels of contact and parental involvement 

are high there exists the potential for unfavorable autonomy development among college 

students (Coburn, 2006; Forbes, 2001; Taub, 2008). Overinvolved parents may produce a sense 

of entitlement in their children, an expectation that someone else will solve any problem they 

face, and a belief that they should always get what they want, when they want it (Segrin, 

Woszidlo, Givertz, Bauer, & Murphy, 2012).  

Although parental involvement is not always detrimental and can be supportive, finding 

the balance between challenge and support is key for emerging adults new to college 
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campuses, their parents, and university professionals who work to meet their needs. 

Significantly more research is needed to identify relationships between near constant access 

provided by electronic communication and development towards independent adulthood. 

Enabling emerging adults to test their independent decision-making skills without losing the 

care and support of their parents provides them an opportunity to demonstrate their ability to 

act in responsible, mature ways (Koepke & Denissen, 2012).  However, parental intervention 

that works to be intrusive and continues into the college years may prevent emerging adults 

from optimally participating in the overall college experience and delay development of 

autonomy and more adult-like relationships with parents and others in their social 

environments (Hofer, 2008).  

 Therefore, the focus of this study is to explore the development of autonomy in first 

year, first semester college students (hereinafter referred to as first years) based on their 

perceptions of parental involvement in their decision-making related to electronic 

communication. As parents continue to involve themselves in every aspect of their college 

student’s life, it is important to address how contact and parental influence as a function of 

parenting style affect autonomy development at a time when shifts to a more self-sufficient 

adult role are essential for positive development. The findings in this study can inform parents 

in aiding their emerging adult in the transition to college and remaining connected, yet 

supporting the development of autonomy. This study builds upon and extends previous 

research in parent-college student communication by asking the following questions: 

1. What are the common patterns of electronic communication between first years and 

their parents? 
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2. How is helicopter parenting (defined as parental behavior that is often controlling, 

intrusive, and low on autonomy granting) correlated with authoritarian parenting 

(defined as parental behavior that is restrictive, discouraging of communication, and low 

on autonomy support)? 

3. How is helicopter parenting correlated with authoritative parenting (defined as parental 

behavior that is supportive with open communication and high on autonomy support)? 

4. How is helicopter parenting correlated with permissive parenting (defined as parental 

behavior that places few demands or guidelines for appropriate behavior on their 

children)? 

5. How is parenting style related to the frequency of communication between first years 

and their parents? 

6. How is parenting style related to autonomy development of first years? 
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METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

 All first year, first semester students (first years) enrolled at a large metropolitan 

university in fall, 2014, were invited to participate in the study. Upon IRB approval, a Request 

for Student Record Information was completed and submitted to the University Registrar to 

obtain the contact information of all first year students enrolled after the census date; a total of 

3958 students were invited to participate, 387 students began the survey, 122 respondents 

dropped out of the study before completion of one or more of the instruments, and 34 

students indicated they continued to live at home with their parents while attending school and 

were, therefore, deleted from the analysis. Of the original 387 responses, 60% (231) were 

considered valid for analysis. Of the final sample (n = 231), 74% was female, 55% was White, 9% 

African-American, and 25% Hispanic. Eighty-five percent of the respondents was aged 18 years, 

with the remaining 15% aged 19 and 20.  Seventy-eight percent indicated they were full-time 

students taking 15 or more hours of coursework, and 95% lived in on-campus housing. When 

designating a primary parental figure necessary for completing the instruments, 68% of 

participants indicated their biological mother, 26% their biological father, and 6% an adoptive 

parent, grandparent, or other parental figure. 

Instruments 

 Demographic information. Demographic information collected included biological sex, 

age, family structure, living arrangements while at school, and distance from parent’s home. In 

addition, information was gathered regarding electronic communication with parents, including 

the frequency of cell phone calls, texts, and e-mails. 

16 



 Parenting styles. Participants completed a modified version of the Parental Authority 

Questionnaire (PAQ; Buri, 1991) which was developed to measure adolescents’ perceptions of 

their parents with regard to Baumrind’s (1966) authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive 

parenting styles. The measure consists of 30 items regarding the parenting practices of the 

primary parental figure identified by the participant using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly 

disagree to 5 = strongly agree). In previous studies, the PAQ has been reported to have internal 

consistency ranging from α = .75 to .87, and test-retest reliability coefficients have been found 

to be acceptable (Buri, 1991; Furnham & Cheng, 2000; Smentana, 1995). 

 In order to assess perceptions of the primary parent with regard to helicopter parenting, 

participants completed the instrument created by Padilla-Walker and Nelson (2012). This 

relatively new measure consists of 5-items using a Likert scale (1 = not at all like him/her to 5 = 

a lot like him/her) to assess the degree to which the adolescent and emerging adult perceive 

parental influence in their own decision-making. Padilla-Walker and Nelson (2012) indicate an 

internal consistency of α = .87 (mother) and α = .84 (father). 

 Autonomy. The Psychological Separation Inventory (Hoffman, 1984) is a 138-item Likert-

type (1 = not at all true of me to 5 = very true of me) self-report measure designed to assess 4 

dimensions of parent-adolescent independence: Emotional Independence (perceived freedom 

from the need for closeness, togetherness, approval, and emotional support from parents); 

Conflictual Independence (perceived freedom from mistrust, guilt, anxiety, and anger in the 

parent-adolescent relationship); Attitudinal Independence (perceived freedom to hold values, 

beliefs, and attitudes that differ from those of the parents); and Functional Independence 

(adolescents’ aptitude in managing and directing their own affairs without parental 

17 



intervention). A modified version of the instrument reducing the 138-item measure to 69 

questions related to the primary parent identified by the participant was used. The measure 

has an internal consistency ranging from α = .84 to .92, and has been used to measure 

numerous aspects of autonomous functioning of the older adolescent, including ego identity 

(Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994) and college student adjustment (Lapsley et al., 1989). 

Procedures 

 Recruitment emails containing a link to a University provided web-based survey 

program were sent to all first year students enrolled at the target university after the census 

date for the fall term. All data was collected online with identifiers in place to isolate the 

subjects of interest included in the instrument used to collect demographic information (e.g., 

age, participants not living at home with the primary parental figure while attending school). By 

accessing the link, informed consent was obtained through a notice provided via the website 

and participants were provided the 4 questionnaires described above. Upon completion of the 

instruments, participants were directed to a link where they entered their name and email 

address for a gift certificate to Starbucks.com or Amazon.com. The first 200 participants who 

provided their information received a $5 gift certificate to the vendor of their choice. 

Data Preparation 

 Out of the 3,958 first years enrolled and invited to participate in the study, 387 students 

began the survey. Thirty-four students indicated they continued to live at home with their 

parents while attending school and were, therefore deleted from analysis. Additionally, 

participants that failed to complete one or more of the surveys (e.g., frequency of 
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communication, PAQ, and/or PSI) were deleted from analysis (n = 122). These deletions 

resulted in 231 valid entries for analysis. 

 With regards to frequency of communication, some participants entered information 

such as 100+ or a range of 3-4 per day. For analysis purposes, these entries were changed to 

the highest number indicated (e.g., 100 or 4). While using the highest number in the range may 

be a disadvantage due to the possibility of extreme outliers, this method also allows for the 

inclusion of all possible scores within the range (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). It was also 

determined that some entries were altered by the system to read, for instance, “4 May” when 

the participant entered “4-5”. These entries were also changed to the higher number (e.g., 5). 

 Visual inspection of some entries regarding frequency of communication caused 

concern. There were cases where numbers seemed excessively high or the participant entered 

the same daily frequency  (e.g., 100+ texts sent/received to parents on each day of the week). 

In order to better compare the data with other studies as well as deal with extreme outliers, 

frequency data was recoded to reflect the categories used by Lenhart (2012). These categories 

are as follows: None = 1; 1-10 = 2; 11-20 = 3; 21-50 = 4; 51-100 = 5; 101-200 = 6; and More than 

200 = 7.  
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RESULTS 

 Reliability analysis was conducted in order to obtain the alpha coefficients for all 

instruments utilized in the study: Parental Authority Questionnaire (PAQ), α = .73; Helicopter 

Parenting Instrument, α = .91; and Psychological Separation Inventory, α = .94.  

 RQ1: What are the common patterns of electronic communication between first years 

and their parents? Descriptive analysis found that 60% of respondents indicated they 

exchanged between 1 and 10 cell phone calls with their parents each day. With regards to text 

messages, 32% revealed an exchange of text messages between 1 and 10 times per day while 

48% indicated 11 or more per day. Email did not appear to be the preferred mode of 

communication between parents and their emerging adult as 63% disclosed no daily email 

activity.  

 RQ2: How is helicopter parenting, as defined by parental behavior that is often 

controlling, intrusive, and low on autonomy granting, correlated with authoritarian parenting, 

as defined by parental behavior that is restrictive, discouraging of communication, and low on 

autonomy support? Pearson product moment testing revealed helicopter parenting was 

significantly positively correlated with authoritarian parenting (r = .171, p < .01), indicating that 

higher perceptions of helicopter parenting was associated with higher perceptions of 

authoritarian parenting. 

 RQ3: How is helicopter parenting correlated with authoritative parenting, as defined by 

parental behavior that is supportive with open communication and high on autonomy support? 

Pearson product moment testing revealed that helicopter parenting was not significantly 

correlated with authoritative parenting (r = .029 p = .658), indicating there is no statistically 
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significant relationship between perceptions of helicopter parenting and authoritative 

parenting. 

 RQ4: How is helicopter parenting correlated with permissive parenting, as defined by 

parental behavior that places few demands or guidelines for appropriate behavior on their 

children? Pearson product moment testing indicated that helicopter parenting was not 

significantly correlated with permissive parenting (r = .004, p = .958), indicating there was not a 

statistically significant relationship between perceptions of helicopter and permissive 

parenting. 

 RQ5: How is parenting style related to the frequency of communication between first 

years and their parents? Pearson product moment testing indicated there was no significant 

correlation (p > .05) between frequency of communication and parenting style, and frequency 

of communication did not appear to play a mediating/moderating role in the relationships 

between parenting style and the development of autonomy in this sample (see Table 1). When 

examining the Pearson coefficients for frequency of communication and parenting style, less 

than or equal to 1% of the variation in the frequency of texts and phone calls could be 

attributed to any of the parenting styles. Less than or equal to 1% of all emails, with the 

exception of permissive parenting at 2%, could be attributed to parenting style. 

 RQ6: How is parenting style related to autonomy development of first years? Partial 

Least Square Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) was utilized using SmartPLS v. 2.1. PLS-

SEM was chosen instead of traditional, covariance-based SEM (CB-SEM), based on the 

recommendations of Afthanorhan (2013). The use of CB-SEM is recommended when 

attempting to confirm or reject social science hypotheses, specifically when the data is normally 
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distributed, the sample size is large, and the model is correctly identified. The data collected in 

the current study, however, was insufficient for the normality and high sample size 

requirements of CB-SEM (Wong, 2013). 

 PLS-SEM, on the other hand, works well with small sample sizes, complex models, and 

makes few assumptions regarding the fundamental data distributions (Astrachan, Patel, & 

Wanzeinried, 2014). PLS-SEM also works well with non-normally distributed data, data 

collection restrictions, and low response rates, and is, consequently, the more appropriate 

method for social science studies that confront these limitations (Astrachan, Patel, & 

Wanzeinried, 2014). Furthermore, there is limited prior research and theory underlying the 

current model which is better analyzed using a PLS-SEM approach, which is particularly 

appropriate for early theory development to find relationships. 

Prior to testing the model theorized in this study, the measurement model which 

related observed variables to their latent variables was evaluated and modifications to the 

model were made in order to ensure adequate reliability and validity of items included in the 

model (see Monecke & Leisch, 2012). Table 2 provides an overview of the final measurement 

model. Preliminary evaluation of the measurement model revealed less than adequate indices 

of reliability (i.e., AVE < 0.5) for authoritarian parenting [AVE = .472], permissive parenting [AVE 

= .202], functional independence [AVE = .476], conflictual independence [AVE = .471], and 

attitudinal independence [AVE = .487]), indicating the set of measures used may not be an 

accurate or robust measure of intended latent constructs. In order to ensure adequate 

reliability and validity of data used, non-significant indicators and indicators with outer loadings 

less than .50 were removed from the model, which resulted in the removal of approximately 8 
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individual factors. Additionally, the average variance extracted (AVE), composite reliability (CR), 

and internal consistency (expressed as Cronbach’s α) were evaluated based on the 

recommendations of Fornell and Larker (1981), Nunally and Bernstien (1994), and Awang, 

Ahmad, and Zin (2012). Based on these recommendations, latent constructs with AVEs 

approaching or beyond the critical value of .50 were retained in the model. The latent construct 

of permissive parenting was removed from the model due to unacceptable AVE (.202). 

Composite reliabilities of the remaining latent constructs were all well beyond the minimum 

cutoff of .70. Lastly, internal consistency of all latent constructs was in the excellent range. 

Discriminant validity was examined by evaluating the correlations among latent constructs, 

which indicated all correlations were below the critical threshold of .85, demonstrating that 

there does not appear to be redundancy in the indicators and the overall model. 

 An overview of the theorized structural model is outlined in Figure 1. This full 

conceptual model was tested as shown; however, to establish the most parsimonious model, 

non-significant pathways were removed, resulting in the final empirical model shown in Figure 

2. In the final model, higher levels of authoritarian parenting were associated with higher levels 

of conflictual independence scores (.249). Authoritative parenting was associated with all four 

independence measures. There were positive relationships between authoritative parenting 

and functional (.387), emotional (.420), and attitudinal (.439) independence. Conversely, higher 

levels of authoritative parenting were associated with lower levels of conflictual independence 

(-.430). Higher helicopter parenting scores were associated with higher levels of both functional 

(.269) and conflictual (.389) independence. The potential mediating role of frequency of 

communication with parents on the relationship between parenting style and independence 
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scores was also tested, yielding no significant relationships (p > .05). These results indicate 

frequency of communication did not appear to play a mediating role in the relationship 

between parenting style and the development of independence in emerging adults in this 

sample. As such, the final model outlined in Figure 2 was retained without including frequency 

of communication. 

 As the PLS-SEM analysis did not yield a path model containing all of the latent variables 

of interest (parenting style, frequency of communication, and independence), Ordinary Least 

Squares (OLS) regression analysis was conducted (see Tables 3 and 4). Separate regression 

analyses were conducted using each of the four types of independence assessed by the PSI. In 

each analysis the independent variables serving as predictors included authoritarian parenting, 

authoritative parenting, permissive parenting, and helicopter parenting style. The model for 

attitudinal independence was statistically significant, F(4, 226) = 18.169, R2 = .243, adjusted R2 = 

.230. Both beta and structure coefficients were used to interpret the relationship of the 

predictors in the model. Both authoritative (β = .473, p < .001, rs2 = .83) and helicopter (β = 

.178, p < .01, rs2 = .130) parenting significantly positively predicted attitudinal independence. 

However, permissive parenting (β = -.140, p < .05, rs2 = .007) functioned as a significant negative 

predictor. Analyses indicated 24% of the overall variance in attitudinal independence was 

explained by parenting style, with authoritative parenting accounting for most (83%) of the 

overall effect explained by the model. 

 The model for conflictual independence was statistically significant, F(4, 226) = 32.599, 

R2 = .366, adjusted R2 = .355. Both beta and structure coefficients were used to interpret the 

relationship of the predictors in the model. Authoritarian (β = .377, p < .001, rs2 = .429), 
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permissive (β = .201, p < .001, rs2 = .021), and helicopter (β = .265, p < .001, rs2 = .278) parenting 

significantly positively predicted conflictual independence. However, authoritative parenting (β 

= -.390, p < .001, rs2 = .403) functioned as a significant negative predictor. Analyses indicated 

37% of the overall variance in conflictual independence was explained by parenting style, with 

authoritarian parenting accounting for most (43%) of the overall effect explained by the model. 

 The model for emotional independence was statistically significant, F(4,226) = 12.811, R2 

= .185, adjusted R2 = .170. Both beta and structure coefficients were used to interpret the 

relationship of the predictors in the model. Both authoritative (β = .356, p < .001, rs2 = .648) and 

helicopter (β = .246, p < .001, rs2 = .245) parenting significantly positively predicted emotional 

independence. Analyses indicated 19% of the overall variance in emotional independence was 

explained by parenting style, with authoritative parenting accounting for most (65%) of the 

overall effect explained by the model. 

 The model for functional independence was statistically significant F(4, 226) = 22.144, R2 

= .282, adjusted R2 = .269. Both beta and structure coefficients were used to interpret the 

relationship of the predictors in the model. Both authoritative (β = .338, p < .001, rs2 = .389) and 

helicopter (β = .400, p < .001, rs2 = .620) parenting significantly positively predicted functional 

independence. Analyses indicated 28% of the overall variance in functional independence was 

explained by parenting style, with helicopter parenting accounting for most (62%) of the overall 

effect explained by the model. 
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DISCUSSION 

 First year, first semester college students in this study reported frequent 

communication with the designated parent through cell phone calls and texts, and, less 

frequently, through emails. Levine and Dean (2012) indicated 41% of the undergraduates they 

surveyed were in touch with their parents at least once per day through these electronic 

channels, while 19% were in contact at least 3 times per day. There is, of course, great 

variability in the frequency of contact between the emerging adults who participated in this 

study and their designated parent. Cell phone calls varied from an average of 0 calls per day for 

39% of these respondents to as many as 10 calls per day for 60%. These results were lower than 

those of Kohut et al. (2007) who found that 80% of the participants in their study had spoken to 

their parents on their cell phones within the past day. Text messaging appeared to be the 

preferred mode of communication for participants in this study. Considering Lenhart (2012) 

found teens aged 14-17 years sent an average of 100 texts per day, it is not surprising 

individuals of the same age as her sample who would now be in their early years of college 

would prefer this mode of communication, even with their parents.  

 The current study found no significant correlation between frequency of communication 

and parenting style, and frequency of communication did not appear to play a mediating role in 

the relationships between parenting style and the development of independence in this 

sample. Although it has been theorized that high levels of contact and parental involvement 

could potentially negatively affect the development of independence among college students 

(Coburn, 2006; Forbes, 2001; Taub, 2008), this does not appear to be the case in the current 

sample. It is possible these first year, first semester college students who had recently left 
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home to attend the university were comfortable in maintaining a continuous connection to 

their parents as they began the adjustment to their new environment.  

 Results here indicated higher perceptions of helicopter parenting was associated with 

higher perceptions of authoritarian parenting. This reflects theoretical assumptions that 

authoritarian parents unintentionally preserve dependencies of childhood, believing their 

children have not been responsible for their actions and have not practiced independent 

decision-making (Steinberg, 1990). Both authoritarian and helicopter parents are keen 

participants in assisting their children to succeed and consistently direct their child’s behavior, 

their activities, and often make decisions for them (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011). It has been 

theorized authoritarian parents feel their children are unable to or are not mature enough to 

make decisions while helicopter parents often do so to shelter their children from 

inconvenience or disappointment in an attempt to make their lives as easy and stress-free as 

possible (Cline & Faye, 2006; Howe & Strauss, 2000, 2007; Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012; 

Steinberg, 1990). Authoritarian parents often send a message to adolescents and emerging 

adults that they are unable to think for themselves and need the parent to think make decisions 

for them (Cline & Faye, 2006), and research has shown that adolescents often fail in the ability 

to develop independence from parents (Steinberg, 1990).  

As authoritative parents are perceived to be communicatively open with their children, 

expect their children to behave in acceptable ways, be responsible for their behavior and their 

own affairs, it is not surprising to find there was no relationship between perceptions of 

helicopter and authoritative parenting. Authoritative parents, like helicopter parents, are often 

keen participants in assisting their children to succeed (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011) and both 
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parenting styles are high on control and warmth. However, where they diverge is in their ability 

to allow their children to resolve their own challenges. Helicopter parents often perform tasks 

for their children rather than allowing them to independently manage things on their own. 

Considering permissive parents place few demands or guidelines for appropriate behavior on 

their children (Baumrind, 1966), it is also not surprising there was no significant relationship 

between helicopter and permissive parenting in this sample. Unlike the helicopter parent, 

research indicates permissive parents do not hover, make few demands on their children, and 

allow their children to regulate their own activities without much input or decision-making on 

the part of the parent (Baumrind, 1966). 

 Although it has been theorized that high levels of contact and parental involvement 

could potentially negatively affect the development of independence and decision-making skills 

among college students (Coburn, 2006; Forbes, 2001; Taub, 2008), this does not appear to be 

the case in the current sample. When examining the correlation coefficients between frequency 

of communication and parenting style of these participants, less than or equal to 1% of the 

variation in the frequency of texts and phone calls could be attributed to any of the parenting 

styles. Less than or equal to 1% of emails, except for permissive parenting at 2% could be 

attributed to parenting style. While this finding was unexpected, there is little research on the 

relationship between frequency of communication and parenting style. These findings may 

indicate for this group of first year, first semester college students were comfortable in 

maintaining a continuous connection to their parents as they began the adjustment to their 

new environment. 
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 When theorizing the original model for this study, it was expected that frequency of 

communication would affect the relationship between parenting style and the development of 

independence in emerging adults. High frequency of communication was expected between all 

styles of parenting, except for permissive, but with different types of influence. For instance, 

due to the closeness of the parent-child relationship in an authoritative parenting household, 

high frequency of communication was expected as well as high independence. In contrast, high 

frequency of communication with lower independence scores was expected with authoritarian 

and helicopter parenting styles. It was discovered, however, there was no mediating or 

moderating role of frequency of communication with parents on the relationship between 

parenting style and independence scores. This finding may indicate that for this generation of 

emerging adults and their parents, frequent communication may reflect a close, nurturing 

parent-child relationship and not one characterized by parental coercion or over-involvement in 

decision-making for the child. Adolescents of this generation have indicated they consider their 

parents to be among their best friends. Buck (2013) reported 80% of cellphone users indicated 

they checked their phone within 15 minutes of waking up each day, 20% checked their phone 

every 10 minutes for messages, and 84% sent e-mails, texts, or accessed social networks. In 

2007, Americans sent and received more text messages than calls, and by 2012 over 80% of all 

cellular users employed this most widely used data application in the world (Erickson, 2012). 

Technological advances may have altered the nature of communication within many 

relationships. Where once patterns of parent-child communication seen in this study might 

have been viewed as intrusive, it is possible emerging adults who have been reared in a more 

technologically advanced age wherein frequent communication with significant individuals is 
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considered commonplace perceive near constant communication with the parent as quite 

ordinary and not behavior designed by the parent to be intrusive in their lives. 

 When examining the results of the regression analyses using parenting style as a 

predictor of independence scores, authoritative parenting was determined to be a negative 

predictor of conflictual independence. Authoritative parents have been depicted as scoring high 

on emotional support and nurturance, directing children’s behavior through firm control and 

reasoning with punitive discipline, and practice open communication with their child in rational, 

responsive ways (Baumrind, 1966). Consequently, it was expected individuals reared with this 

parenting style would feel free of feelings of mistrust, guilt, anxiety, and anger towards their 

parents.  The scores on this sample, however, contradicted previous findings that concluded 

the positive relationship between authoritative parents and their children contribute to the 

child’s independence with low conflict (Laursen & Collins, 2009; Strage & Brandt, 1999; Wintre 

& Yaffe, 2000). Relationships between emerging adults and their authoritative parents is 

typically characterized by more companionship and less conflict even though there continues to 

be some dependency on parents. It is possible that for this sample, the college student is 

feeling anxiety and guilt when participating in experiences they may believe their parents 

would disapprove of. This can especially be a difficult issue for female students as they often 

consider their parent’s moral standards and attempt to avoid disappointing them (Josselson, 

1973 1982, 1987). As our sample was predominantly female, it is possible that this finding is a 

result of an inner struggle the new student is experiencing between their behavior and 

perceived parental expectations. 
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Findings indicating helicopter parenting positively predicted emotional independence 

were surprising. Research has found that emerging adults identify their helicopter parent as low 

in independence granting overall, but high in emotional support and guidance (Padilla-Walker & 

Nelson, 2012). As Millennials often perceive a very close relationship with their parents and the 

students in our sample, in particular, were in close contact with their designated parent, it 

would be assumed they continue to feel a need for closeness, approval, and emotional support 

after leaving home. 

Higher perceptions of authoritative parenting were found to be a positive predictor of 

functional independence in this sample. Adolescents of authoritative parents tend to have high 

self-esteem, a belief in their own self-efficacy, and display responsible autonomous behavior 

(Laursen & Collins 2009; Strage & Brandt, 1999). Higher perceptions of helicopter parenting 

here also positively predicted functional independence. The high functional independence 

scores of this group and the perception of ability to manage and direct their own affairs without 

parental involvement when these adolescents and emerging adults have often been sheltered 

from coping with problems or making decisions for themselves may appear to be contradictory. 

However, emerging adults experiencing helicopter parenting may be unable to recognize the 

parent as hovering or dominating their decision-making. As they are living away from home for 

the first time, these emerging adults may perceive their new-found freedom from constant in-

person supervision created simply by physical distance as increased independence from their 

parents regardless of possible parental hovering from afar.  

 An additional interesting finding here is that helicopter parenting was consistently a 

positive contributor to all areas of independence assessed in this study. This would indicate for 
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this sample the possibility that high levels of parental involvement may be normative. Emerging 

adults may value intense involvement favorably and perceive it to provide advantages to their 

well-being (Fingerman et al., 2012). In general, these findings appear to show there may be 

other factors involved in the development of independence in emerging adults. Past research 

has indicated the importance of the parent-child attachment relationship, and this could have a 

larger bearing on the development of independence than the style of parenting the emerging 

adult perceives as having experienced.  

Limitations 

 This study was an exploratory investigation into the relationships between frequency of 

electronic communication, parenting style, and the development of independence of first year, 

first semester college students. One of the possible implications of the findings is that 

frequency of communication between the latest generation of emerging adults and their 

parents may be a by-product of their close parent-child relationship and not a result of parental 

coercion or decision-making for the child. This study was, however, not without limitations. 

 Visual inspection of some frequency entries reported by the participants caused concern 

as these numbers seemed excessively high and, therefore, suspect (e.g., some participants 

reported 1000 or more texts with the parent each day). This may indicate some participants did 

not report actual frequency of communication with parents but rather estimated the frequency 

or provided erroneous numbers. In the future it is suggested that when collecting frequency 

information, category ranges, such as those used by the Pew Research Center’s Internet and 

American Life Project (Lenhart, 2012), be used as a preventative measure against over-inflation 

of frequency counts. By providing the category ranges Lenhart (2012) identifies, respondents 
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may persist in reporting inflated frequency of communication amounts, but the higher category 

(e.g., 200+ per day) is more manageable from an analysis standpoint in reducing extreme 

outliers.  

 Future studies should also include the content exchanged during communications 

between parents and their emerging adults in order to determine if conversations between the 

two were related to decision-making needs or other reasons (e.g., social life, academic success, 

or just checking in). Additional studies should also include input from parents to gauge their 

impressions of the quantity and quality of the contributions they feel they are making to the 

development of their college student as well as identify who initiates the contact. 

 Due to the self-selection process, another limitation in this study was the possibility 

some participants felt they had a good relationship with their parent and, therefore, continued 

with the survey, while others may have discontinued the survey after reading some of the 

questions posed on the PAQ or PSI. Participants were asked to identify feelings related to 

interactions with parents during childhood and beyond. For some individuals, these 

assessments may have aroused uncomfortable issues related to their relationship with their 

parents, causing them to withdraw from the study. 

 As the helicopter parenting instrument designed by Padilla-Walker and Nelson (2012) is 

a relatively new measure, additional research is required to better validate the instrument. 

Participants in this study may have experienced difficulty determining how to answer questions 

that contained a variety of response options (e.g., “Makes important decisions for me [e.g., 

where I live, where I work, what classes I take”]). While participants may perceive that their 

parent makes some important decisions, e.g., what classes to take, but not others, e.g., where 
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to live or work. The instrument may need to be expanded in order to better pinpoint in which 

areas of the child’s life parents make decisions, solve problems, and intervene. The measure 

also appears to be based on items that might be considered negative perceptions of helicopter 

parenting, e.g., those dealing with decision-making, intervening in solving problems and settling 

disputes, and solving problems or crises the adolescent or emerging adult encounters. It is 

important to consider, however, that from the emerging adults’ point-of-view, assistance in the 

aforementioned situations might not be considered an affront to their competency or 

independence. As there can also be positive characteristics of helicopter parenting (i.e., being 

involved in their child’s life in order to create positive social, academic, and extracurricular 

opportunities for their children) both aspects of this parenting style should be more accurately 

assessed in order to determine its effect on the development of independence. 

 In the future it would be interesting to investigate the identity status of participants in 

addition to the development of independence. For instance, research findings indicating the 

intrusive aspects of both authoritarian and helicopter parenting might suggest individuals who 

perceive being reared by these parents may reflect a more foreclosed identity while also 

perceiving themselves as functioning in independent autonomous ways (i.e., attitudinal 

independence). A better understanding of these complex relationships may guide parents in 

determining specific areas in their child’s life where it is appropriate to be highly involved 

without negative consequences (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011). 

 Finally, participants in this study were all first year, first semester college students at 

one large metropolitan university and were a very homogeneous sample. Future studies should 

consider expanding the sample to students who have been living away from home for longer 
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periods of time in order to determine if frequency of communication remains high and/or 

begins to affect the independence scores of emerging adults. The sample size in this study was 

small and generalizability is limited. Future studies should attempt to recruit a larger sample of 

participants. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

With growing concern from researchers and college administrators regarding high levels 

of parental contact and involvement in the lives of college students, this study was designed to 

explore the development of independence in first year, first semester college students based 

on the frequency of electronic communication between these emerging adults and a 

designated parent. The quantitative data in this study provided exploratory insight into the 

development of independence in first years, how independence was related to the parenting 

style of a designated parent, and if the frequency of electronic communication between the 

student and parent further affected this development of independence.  

In contrast to previous findings correlating high frequency of communication between 

the emerging adult and the parent with lower rates of independence (Hofer, 2008; Taub, 2008), 

the results of this study did not indicate unfavorable development in this sample. In the past, 

theorists considered a complete separation from parents an important aspect of college life 

and a requirement for the development of independence (Steinberg, 1990). As the relationship 

between the parent and emerging adult is closer today than in previous generations and 

technology allows this closeness to continue in the absence of physical proximity, it may not be 

unusual that the student appreciates the accessibility of the parent when important decisions 

need to be made. It is possible the student does not feel it is an intrusion on his/her ability to 

make decisions when the parent is willing and able to help. 

Based on previous research exploring obstacles in the development of independence 

based on too much parental involvement, combined with the findings from this study, 

universities may need to reevaluate their concern and negative perceptions toward positively 
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engaged parents (Conneely, Good, & Perryman, 2001). As this study indicates that heavy 

communication between parents and their new college student does not appear to hinder the 

development of independence in the emerging adult, professionals working on college 

campuses may need to reconsider the significance of the role parents play when their child has 

recently left home. It is important that colleges and university create programs designed to 

assist campus professionals in understanding the developmental needs of emerging adults, as 

well as better understand the relationship between these students and their parents. 
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Table 1  

Correlations Between Frequency of Communication and Parenting Style 
              
 
 Authoritarian Authoritative Permissive Helicopter 
Texts -.072 .075 .108 .008 
Phone Calls -.068 .023 .126 -.108 
Email -.102 -.001 .141 -.066 
              
p > .05 
 
  
Table 2 
 
Outer Loadings and Quality Assessment of Measurement Model 
 
              
 
       Parenting Style          Independence 

 Authn Authv Perm Heli Comm Funct Conf Emot Attit 
          
 
Autn1 

 
.534 

        

Autn2 .645         
Autn3 .724         
Autn4 .751         
Autn5 .719         
Autn6 .739         
Autn7 .685         
Autn8 .729         
Autn9 .673         
Autn10 .646         
Autv1  .715        
Autv2  .671        
Autv3  [.136]        
Autv4  .786        
Autv5  .750        
Autv6  .668        
Autv7  .727        
Autv8  .822        
Autv9  .818        
Autv10  .746        

(table continued) 
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Outer Loadings and Quality Assessment of Measurement Model (continued) 
              
 
       Parenting Style          Independence 

 Authn Authv Perm Heli Comm Funct Conf Emot Attit 
          
 
Perm1   [.507]       
Perm2   [.658]       
Perm3   [.002]       
Perm4   [-.147]       
Perm5   [.401]       
Perm6   [.520]       
Perm7   [.521]       
Perm8   [-.217]       
Perm9   [.752]       
Perm10   [-.018]       
H1    .754      
H2    .778      
H3    .766      
H4    .761      
H5    .688      
Comm1     .649     
Comm2     .741     
Comm3     .820     
Comm4     .835     
Comm5     [.416]     
Comm6     .686     
Func1      .578    
Func2      .663    
Func3      .738    
Func4      .629    
Func5      [.335]    
Func6      .684    
Func7      .695    
Func8      .714    
Func9      .784    
Func10      .615    
Func11      .737    
Func12      .620    
Func13      .766    
 
 

(table continued) 
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Outer Loadings and Quality Assessment of Measurement Model (continued) 
              
 
       Parenting Style          Independence 

 Authn Authv Perm Heli Comm Funct Conf Emot Attit 
          
 
Conf1       .800   
Conf2       .814   
Conf3       .695   
Conf4       .714   
Conf5       .158   
Conf6       .730   
Conf7       .602   
Conf8       .821   
Conf9       .689   
Conf10       .730   
Conf11       .668   
Conf12       .608   
Conf13       .719   
Conf14       .789   
Conf15       .714   
Conf16       .572   
Conf17       .683   
Conf18       .507   
Conf19       .668   
Conf20       .682   
Conf21       .665   
Conf22       [.029]   
Conf23       [-.089]   
Conf24       [.384]   
Conf25       .749   
Emot1        .710  
Emot2        .748  
Emot3        .746  
Emot4        .716  
Emot5        .788  
Emot6        .759  
Emot7        .793  
Emot8        .741  
Emot9        .707  
Emot10        .577  
 

(table continued) 
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Outer Loadings and Quality Assessment of Measurement Model (continued) 
              
 
       Parenting Style          Independence 

 Authn Authv Perm Heli Comm Funct Conf Emot Attit 
          
 
Emot11        .584  
Emot12        .778  
Emot13        .732  
Emot14        [.486]  
Emot15        [.473]  
Emot16        .612  
Emot17        .630  
Attd1         .701 
Attd2         .616 
Attd3         .712 
Attd4         .753 
Attd5         .715 
Attd6         .760 
Attd7         .675 
Attd8         .601 
Attd9         .701 
Attd10         .691 
Attd11         .711 
Attd12         .674 
Attd13         .699 
Attd14         .744 
          
 
AVE 

 
.472 

 
.557 

 
[.202] 

 
.562 

 
.567 

 
.476 

 
.471 

 
.507 

 
.487 

CR .898 .919 [.526] .865 .866 .915 .947 .938 .930 
α .882 .900 [.797] .808 .900 .899 .940 .929 .919 
                               
 
Note: Numbers reported in brackets were removed from the final measurement model; Authn 
= Authoritarian; Authv = Authoritative; Perm = Permissive; Heli = Helicopter Parenting; Comm = 
Frequency of Communication; Funct = Functional; Conf = Conflictual; Emot = Emotional; Attit = 
Attitudinal; AVE = Average Variance Extracted; CR = Composite Reliability 
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Table 3  

Summary of OLS Regression 
              
 

 SS df MS F p R2 Adj. R2 
              
 
Attitudinal 
  Regression 
  Residual 
  Total 

 
10352.244 
32191.453 
42543.697 

 
4 

226 
230 

 
2588.061 
142.440 

 
18.169 

 
.000 

 
.243 

 
.230 

Conflictual 
  Regression 
  Residual 
  Total 

 
32091.073 
55619.637 
87710.710 

 
4 

226 
230 

 
8022.768 
246.105 

 
32.599 

 
.000 

 
.366 

 
.355 

Emotional 
  Regression 
  Residual 
  Total 

 
10981.060 
48431.225 
59412.286 

 
4 

226 
230 

 
2745.265 
214.297 

 
12.811 

 
.000 

 
.185 

 
.170 

Functional 
  Regression 
  Residual 
  Total 

 
8786.781 

22419.037 
31205.818 

 
4 

226 
230 

 
2196.695 

99.199 

 
22.144 

 
.000 

 
.282 

 
.269 

              
 
Table 4  
 
Summary of Beta Weights and Structure Coefficients 
              

 
 

 
Predictor 

 
B 

 
β 

 
rs 

 
rs2 

 
p 

              
 
Attitudinal Authoritarian 

Authoritative 
Permissive 
Helicopter 

-.139 
.801 

-.287 
.514 

-.081 
.473 

-.140 
.178 

.134 

.911 

.083 

.361 

.018 

.830 

.007 

.130 

.221 

.000 

.039 

.003 
Conflictual Authoritarian 

Authoritative 
Permissive 
Helicopter 

.924 
-.949 
.593 

1.096 

.377 
-.390 
.201 
.265 

.655 
-.635 
-.144 
.527 

.429 

.403 

.021 

.278 

.000 

.000 

.001 

.000 
 

(table continued) 
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Summary of Beta Weights and Structure Coefficients (continued) 
              

 
 

 
Predictor 

 
B 

 
β 

 
rs 

 
rs2 

 
p 

              
 

Emotional Authoritarian 
Authoritative 

Permissive 
Helicopter 

.038 

.713 
-.112 
.838 

.019 

.356 
-.046 
.246 

.051 

.805 

.128 

.605 

.003 

.648 

.016 

.245 

.785 

.000 

.510 

.000 
Functional Authoritarian 

Authoritative 
Permissive 
Helicopter 

.069 

.490 
-.046 
.987 

.047 

.338 
-.026 
.400 

.134 

.629 

.107 

.787 

.018 

.389 

.011 

.620 

.468 

.000 

.690 

.000 
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Figure 1. Conceptual model from parenting style to autonomy 

 
 
Figure 2. Final empirical model of parenting style to autonomy  
Note. All reported paths significant, p < .05 
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