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HELICOPTER PARENTING ISN’T A NEW 
PHENOMENON, but research about how it affects 
kids over time has only just started to emerge. The 
results are telling. A study published in June 2018 in 
Developmental Psychology showed strong evidence 
that parents who insert themselves too often as their 
children try to navigate the world keep them from 
developing the mental muscle they need for coping 
with life challenges down the road.  

Naturally, you want to protect your child from 
negative experiences, but when you make a habit 
of it, you’re setting them up for other emotional 
hardships later on, says Chrystyna Kouros, PhD, 
associate professor of psychology and director of the 
Family Health and Development Lab at Southern 
Methodist University. 

“Helicopter parenting deprives children of 
opportunities to learn and practice crucial skills like 
problem solving, regulating their own behavior, and 
making decisions on their own,” she says. 

What’s more, when you take over instead of 
teach, you may also chip away at your child’s 
self-worth. “There’s some evidence that helicopter 
parenting is correlated with children having 
lower self-esteem and self-efficacy, which is 
confidence in your own abilities,” Kouros says. 

Swooping in to solve problems like a bad grade, 
forgotten homework, or a fight with a friend 
sends the message that you don’t believe your 
child is capable of handling hard stuff.

Often, it’s when over-parented kids go off to col-
lege that these signs start to surface. “The research 
studies are only a half-decade old, but they do find 
links between helicopter parenting and academic 
disengagement,” says Kouros. Helicoptered kids 
tend to do worse in school at the college level and 
don’t have as much buy-in to do their work. Kouros 
also notes that some limited evidence indicates 
kids’ mental health suffers—with some developing 
anxiety and depression. 

These aren’t the effects you may expect from a 
parenting behavior that stems from a place of love 
and concern—and that’s what makes the lasting 
harm hard to imagine. In fact, college kids whose 
parents helicopter often report having a very warm 
and close emotional bond with them, says Kouros. 
“Helicopter parents are well-intentioned,” she says. 
“They step in because they want to make things 
easier for their child.” 

But if your aim is to raise a child into an indepen-
dent, self-sufficient, emotionally stable adult, you’re 
better off backing off.
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1. START  
EARLY      

Independence doesn’t 
happen overnight. Set 
the tone when your child 
is young by assigning 
age-appropriate tasks 
like picking out their 
own clothes or prepping 
simple snacks.

2.AVOID 
COMPARISONS    

Even kids of the same 
age can have different 
developmental needs. 
Don’t use other parents’ 
practices as an excuse to 
helicopter your own.

3.PRACTICE 
FAILURE 

Begin with low-stakes 
situations like forgotten 
homework or a bad 
grade on a quiz. A zero 
may sting, but it’s unlikely 
to make your child flunk 
the class—and will help 
teach resiliency.

4.PARENT FOR THE 
LONG-TERM 

Before jumping in, think, 
Do I really need to help, 
or would it just make me 
feel less anxious? Short-
term struggles help 
teach kids future  
coping skills.

Search for the slideshow 
7 Signs You Might Be 
A Helicopter Parent at 
WebMD.com.

Helicopter Harm
DOES OVER-INVOLVED PARENTING STUNT YOUR KIDS’ LONG-TERM EMOTIONAL HEALTH?  
SIGNS—AND SCIENCE—POINT TO YES. 

4 WAYS
CHRYSTYNA KOUROS, 
PhD, OFFERS SOME 
STEPS FOR STEPPING 
BACK FROM HOVERING 
OVER YOUR KIDS.

R A M I F I C AT I O N S
Over-parenting  
may lead to lower 
self-esteem and 
self-confidence  
in children.
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