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ABSTRACT Theory and research suggest that psychologically con-
trolling parenting can be driven by parental concerns in two different
domains, that is, interpersonal closeness and achievement. Three studies
addressing this hypothesis are presented. Study 1 provides evidence for
the validity of the Dependency-Oriented and Achievement-Oriented Psy-
chological Control Scale (DAPCS), a new measure assessing psycholog-
ical control in these two domains. Study 2 showed that dependency-
oriented and achievement-oriented psychological control were related in
expected ways to parental separation anxiety and perfectionism in a sam-
ple of mothers and fathers. Finally, Study 3 showed that dependency-
oriented and achievement-oriented psychological control were differen-
tially related to middle adolescent dependency and self-criticism and that
these personality features act as specific intervening variables between the
domain-specific expressions of psychological control and depressive
symptoms. It is argued that the distinction between two domain-specific
expressions of psychological control may allow for a more intricate anal-
ysis of the processes involved in intrusive parenting.

Since the 1990s, developmental research has shown a strong interest
in the construct of parental psychological control, a parenting di-
mension characteristic of parents who pressure their children to
comply with their own agenda through insidious and manipulative
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tactics (Barber, 1996). Such tactics include guilt induction, shaming,
and love withdrawal (i.e., making parental care contingent upon the
child’s compliance to parental demands; Barber & Harmon, 2002).
Although parents may not always be consciously aware of their own
use of psychological control, psychologically controlling tactics co-
erce children into compliance by appealing to internally pressuring
feelings in children’s functioning, such as shame, guilt, pride, and
separation anxiety (Barber, 1996; Grolnick, 2003). Parental psycho-
logical control has been shown to predict a variety of adjustment
problems—and internalizing problems in particular—in children
and adolescents. Cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have dem-
onstrated positive associations between psychological control and
depression (Barber, 1996; Barber, Stolz, & Olsen, 2005), anxiety
(Pettit & Laird, 2002), and low self-esteem (Soenens, Vansteenkiste,
Luyten, Duriez, & Goossens, 2005). Research also demonstrates that
parents’ use of psychological control is multiply determined by a
complex and reciprocally related set of factors, including social-con-
textual factors (e.g., marital conflict; Buehler, Benson, & Gerard,
2006), adolescents’ own adjustment (e.g., problem behavior; Pettit &
Laird, 2002), and parents’ personality functioning (e.g., perfection-
ism; Soenens, Elliot, et al., 2005).

To date, most studies on psychological control have relied on gen-
eral measures of psychological control (e.g., Barber’s 1996 Psycho-
logical Control Scale–Youth Self-Report [PCS-YSR]) without
specifying the issues that are involved in parents’ use of psycholog-
ical control. In this study, we propose and test the idea that the use of
psychological control can revolve around at least two qualitatively
different issues, that is, issues of relatedness and interpersonal close-
ness and issues of achievement and perfection. These two domains of
psychological control closely parallel two fundamental developmental
lines that have been distinguished in psychodynamic theories of per-
sonality development (Blatt, 2004), that is, interpersonal relatedness
and self-definition. Accordingly, the goal of this study was to explore
the validity of a distinction between two domain-specific expressions
of psychological control, that is, dependency-oriented and achieve-
ment-oriented psychological control. Guided by Blatt’s (1974, 2004)
theory, we tested the idea that these two expressions of psychological
control relate (a) to specific antecedents in parents’ functioning and
(b) to specific personality vulnerabilities to depressive symptoms in
adolescents’ functioning (i.e., dependency and self-criticism).
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Blatt’s Theory of Personality Development and Vulnerability

for Depression

The theory of Blatt (1974, 2004; Blatt & Shichman, 1983) distin-
guishes between a dependent and a perfectionist/self-critical person-
ality orientation based on people’s preoccupation with one of two
fundamental developmental lines: the ‘‘interpersonal relatedness’’
line, which involves the development of the capacity to establish in-
creasingly mature and reciprocal relationships, and the ‘‘self-defini-
tion’’ line, which involves the development of a consolidated,
realistic, and positive self-concept. Ideally, these two lines develop
in a reciprocal interaction, thereby mutually reinforcing each other.
However, excessive emphasis on one developmental line to the ne-
glect of the other line, as expressed in excessive dependency or self-
criticism, respectively, would result in increased vulnerability for
distress and psychopathology (Blatt & Shichman, 1983).

Vulnerability associated with dependency is characterized by strong
concerns involving interpersonal relations. Dependent individuals rely
intensely on others to provide and maintain a sense of well-being, re-
sulting in difficulties with separation and loss. Negative life events in
the interpersonal domain (e.g., divorce) may lead to a type of depres-
sion characterized by feelings of loneliness and fears of abandonment
(Blatt, 1974). Individuals with high levels of self-criticism or self-critical
perfectionism mainly attempt to obtain approval and praise by meet-
ing high performance standards, especially in the areas of school and
work. Their high personal standards result in harsh self-scrutiny and a
constant striving for excessive achievement and perfection. When faced
with experiences of failure in achievement-related areas, these individ-
uals may develop a type of depression characterized by feelings of in-
feriority, failure, and guilt (Blatt, 1974). An extensive body of research
has documented theoretically expected relations between dependency
and self-criticism and depression, coping strategies, and interpersonal
functioning (for reviews, see Blatt, 2004; Zuroff, Mongrain, & Santor,
2004). Blatt’s theory implies a continuous view on normal and patho-
logical personality development, implying that depression ranges along
a continuum from dysphoria to clinical depression (Blatt, 2004). Given
this continuous view, Blatt (2004) predicted similarity between factors
that predispose individuals to transient dysphoric experiences and fac-
tors that create a vulnerability to a pervasive depressive disorder (Luy-
ten, Blatt, Van Houdenhove, & Corveleyn, 2006).
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Importantly, according to Blatt and colleagues (e.g., Blatt, 1974;
Blatt & Homann, 1992), dependent and self-critical individuals
are characterized by a markedly different developmental history.
Dependency develops in families where parents manipulate the
attachment bond with the child and use their love and care to
control the child. Specifically, love and acceptance are made contin-
gent on the child’s dependence on the parents. As a consequence,
the child experiences insecurity about the parents’ care, resulting in a
dependent orientation characterized by fears about loss and by a
clinging interpersonal style. Self-critical individuals typically experi-
ence their parents’ love as contingent upon meeting very strict pa-
rental demands for achievement. These children are criticized and
blamed for achieving less than perfectly. As children interiorize this
parental criticism, they develop a self-critical orientation character-
ized by harsh self-evaluation (Blatt & Homann, 1992). Despite their
differential origins, dependency and self-criticism/perfectionism both
render adolescents vulnerable to internalizing problems in general
and to depression in particular (Blatt, 1974, 2004).

Despite the appealing nature of these formulations, there is a
dearth of research addressing Blatt and Homann’s (1992) predic-
tions about relationships between family and parenting variables
and dependency and self-criticism. In addition, with some important
exceptions (e.g., McCranie & Bass, 1984), much of this research
has relied on general and rather undifferentiated assessments of
parenting. This research has typically shown that, whereas general
measures of controlling and pressuring parenting are positively
related to self-criticism, such measures are less consistently related
to dependency (Amitay, Mongrain, & Fazaa, 2008; Koestner,
Zuroff, & Powers, 1991; Mongrain, 1998; Whiffen & Sasseville,
1991). It is proposed here that a more differentiated assessment
of parental psychological control in the domains of interpersonal
closeness and achievement, respectively, may allow for a more
fine-grained test of Blatt and Homann’s (1992) developmental hy-
potheses.

Toward a Domain-Specific Approach to the Study of

Psychological Control

In line with the two fundamental developmental lines distinguished
by Blatt (1974, 2004), two different themes appear recurrently in
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accounts of the dynamics involved in psychologically controlling
parenting, one theme relating to issues of relatedness, dependency,
and separation anxiety and another theme involving issues of
achievement, performance, and perfectionism.

Controlling parents in general and psychologically controlling
parents in particular have been described as fostering separation
anxiety (Wood, 2006), overprotective (Parker, 1983), and possessive
(Barber & Harmon, 2002). Common to these accounts is the idea
that controlling parenting may result from parental intolerance of
their children’s increasing separation and independence (Hock,
Eberly, Bartle-Haring, Ellwanger, & Widaman, 2001). Parental con-
trol is then used as a means to make children emotionally and psy-
chologically dependent on the parent. Driven by separation anxiety,
parents restrict attempts by children to obtain some degree of inde-
pendence because they consider such attempts as a threat to the bond
between parent and child (Barber & Harmon, 2002). In line with this,
Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Duriez, and Goossens (2006) found that
parental separation anxiety significantly predicted a general measure
of parental psychological control.

Closely related to this description of controlling parents as de-
pendency oriented is the notion of the enmeshed family (Green &
Werner, 1996; Manzi, Vignoles, Regalia, & Scabini, 2006). En-
meshed families are characterized by a lack of interpersonal bound-
aries between their members, which hinders the development of
children’s healthy individuation. Children are not allowed to have
their own lives and experiences. In such families, parents use control
to keep family members within strictly defined family boundaries
(Barber & Buehler, 1996).

Apart from being dependency oriented, (psychologically) control-
ling parents have also been described as achievement oriented (Ken-
ney-Benson & Pomerantz, 2005), self-critical and perfectionist (Flett,
Hewitt, MacDonald, & Oliver, 2002), and high on fear failure (Elliot
& Thrash, 2004). Achievement-oriented parents, as they pressure
themselves to achieve high performance and as they perceive poor
performance as a threat to their self-worth, are likely to behave in a
controlling way toward their children (Grolnick, 2003). Much in the
same way as they push themselves to achieve perfection in their per-
formance, they demand perfection and high levels of achievement
from their children (Flett et al., 2002). Psychological control is then
used to communicate these demands for achievement. In line with
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this, Elliot and Thrash have shown that parental fear of failure,
which involves a tendency to avoid mistakes in achievement con-
texts, is related to parental love withdrawal, one of the key compo-
nents of psychological control. Further, Soenens, Elliot, et al. (2005)
found that parental maladaptive perfectionism—defined as the
extent to which parents are overly concerned with making mis-
takes—was positively related to Barber’s (1996) general measure of
psychological control. Finally, Grolnick and colleagues have shown
in a series of experimental studies that mothers who received
achievement-oriented instructions acted in a more controlling fash-
ion toward their children (e.g., Grolnick, Price, Beiswenger, &
Sauck, 2007).

The notion that psychological control can be driven by achieve-
ment-related concerns is reminiscent of the construct of a perfec-
tionist family climate. Frost, Marten, Lahart, and Rosenblate (1990)
defined a perfectionist climate as typical of families where parents set
exaggerated standards for achievement and where children antici-
pate parental criticism when standards are not met. Children from
such families are likely to develop a constricted and performance-
oriented approach to achievement situations (e.g., McArdle & Duda,
2005).

The accounts and findings discussed in the preceding paragraphs
suggest that it is useful to distinguish between (a) dependency-
oriented psychological control (DPC), that is, the use of psycho-
logical control as a means to keep children within close physical
and emotional boundaries, and (b) achievement-oriented psycho-
logical control (APC), that is, the use of psychological control
to make children comply with parental standards for achievement.
Although parents may not always be consciously aware of their
use of these controlling behaviors, adolescents’ perceptions of
their parents as psychologically controlling may render adoles-
cents vulnerable to depressive symptoms. Specifically, we hypothe-
size that children who perceive their parents as high on DPC are
excessively preoccupied with issues of interpersonal closeness,
thereby displaying a dependent orientation. Children who
perceive their parents as high on APC are excessively preoccupied
with issues of achievement and perfection and thus display a self-
critical orientation. Both dependency and self-criticism, in turn, pre-
dict independent variance in adolescents’ depressive symptoms
(Blatt, 2004).
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The Present Studies

The general purpose of this research program is to examine the va-
lidity of a distinction between DPC and APC and to examine
whether these domain-specific expressions of psychological control
relate differentially to features of parents’ and adolescents’ person-
ality functioning. The main aim of Study 1 was to examine the va-
lidity of the distinction between DPC and APC in adolescent
perceptions of their parents. Study 2 was designed to examine
whether the distinction between DPC and APC can also be found
in parents’ own perception of their rearing style and whether different
parental features (i.e., separation anxiety and maladaptive perfec-
tionism) are differentially related to DPC and APC. In Study 3, we
examined the hypothesized relationships between perceived DPC,
APC, dependency, self-criticism, and depressive symptoms in a large
sample of middle adolescents.

Throughout these studies, gender differences in DPC and APC
were explored. According to Blatt (1974, 2004), cultural stereotypes
place more emphasis on issues of relatedness and care for women
and more emphasis on issues of self-definition and achievement for
men. Developmental disruptions of these two developmental issues
follow a similar gender-specific pattern such that a dependent ori-
entation is more typical of females and a self-critical orientation is
more typical of males (Blatt, 2004). Extrapolating these ideas to the
distinction between DPC and APC, one may expect that mothers
would score higher on DPC than fathers whereas fathers may score
higher on APC than mothers. Continuing this reasoning, parents
may also more often use DPC toward daughters and may more often
use APC toward sons.

STUDY 1

Through exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, Study 1 aims
to examine the distinction between perceived parental DPC and
APC. To assess the external validity of this distinction, both scales
are related to well-established measures of parenting style dimen-
sions and to measures of global family functioning. First, we exam-
ined relationships between the two domain-specific expressions of
psychological control and three parenting dimensions, that is, gen-
eral psychological control, autonomy support, and support (i.e.,
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warmth and responsiveness). It is hypothesized that DPC and APC,
as they both represent manifestations of an intrusive and autonomy-
suppressing parent–child relationship, are positively related to a
general psychological control scale (Barber, 1996) and negatively to
parental autonomy support (Grolnick, 2003). In contrast, we ex-
pected DPC and APC to be differentially related to a measure of
parental support (responsiveness, warmth). The strong emphasis on
achievement inherent in APC most likely impedes feelings of close-
ness and warmth in the parent–child relationship. In contrast, DPC
is expected to be unrelated or even positively related to perceived
parental support. As DPC entails parental behavior to keep the child
within close proximity, DPC involves a strong emphasis on the par-
ent–child bond. Children may thus perceive their parents as caring
and concerned with their development. However, these high levels of
connectedness with the parent come at the expense of the child’s
need for autonomy, because the child is forced to choose between
reliance on the parent and exploration of the broader social world.
Thus, it is expected that correlations between DPC and parental
support are less pronounced than correlations between APC and
support. Second, in addition to these parenting variables, which
represent qualities of the parent–child dyad, we also examined as-
sociations with two family-level constructs, that is, family enmesh-
ment and a perfectionist family climate. It is expected that, whereas
DPC would be particularly strongly related to ratings of an en-
meshed family climate, APC would be specifically related to a per-
fectionist family climate.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were first-year undergraduate students at a Belgian univer-
sity. Because this study focused on late adolescents, participants older
than 25 years were not included. The final sample (N5 348) ranged in age
from 17 to 25 with a mean age of 18.37 years (SD5 0.89) and was 79%
female. All participants were Dutch-speaking and of Belgian nationality.
Of the participants, 76% came from intact, two-parent families, 18% had
divorced parents, and 6% of the adolescents came from a family in which
one of the parents had deceased. The study took place in the context of
collective testing sessions that are organized at the department of psy-
chology. Participation in the study was voluntary, and participants
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received course credit for attending the sessions. None of the students
refused participation, and anonymity was guaranteed.

Measurements

Dependency-oriented psychological control and achievement-oriented psy-
chological control. The Dependency-oriented and Achievement-oriented
Psychological Control Scale (DAPCS) was developed to assess adoles-
cents’ perceptions of parental DPC and APC. On the basis of Blatt’s
(2004) and Barber’s (1996) theorizing, DPC was defined as the use of
psychological control in the domain of parent–child closeness, where
control is used as a means to keep children within close physical and
emotional boundaries. APC was defined as the use of psychological con-
trol in the domain of achievement, where psychological control is used as
a means to make children comply with excessive parental standards for
performance. On the basis of these operational definitions, 10 items were
formulated for each scale using a committee approach. The three authors
of this paper, each of whom is familiar with the literatures on both par-
enting and Blatt’s theory, wrote items and discussed these items until
consensus was reached. This phase of item generation was followed by a
pilot study and a phase of consultation with experts in the field. After
rewriting some of the items, we arrived at the set of items displayed in
Table 1. The formulation of these items was guided by two important
principles. First, parental conditional regard was posited as a common
theme in all items. Conditional regard (sometimes also referred to as
‘‘love withdrawal’’) is indeed considered a core strategy of psychologically
controlling parenting in classic (e.g., Schaefer, 1965) and more recent ac-
counts of psychological control (e.g., Barber & Harmon, 2002). Through
the use of pressuring tactics such as shaming, guilt induction, and appeals
to pride, psychologically controlling parents convey the message to their
children that parental love depends on the child being or behaving as the
parent wishes. Second, we incorporated a recently introduced distinction
between negative and positive conditional regard (Roth, Assor, Niemiec,
Ryan, & Deci, 2009) into the items. Whereas negative conditional regard
involves the expression of negative feelings (e.g., guilt and disappoint-
ment) when the child does not behave as the parent demands, positive
conditional regard involves the expression of positive feelings (e.g., pride
and affection) when the child does act as the parent demands. To ensure
that the findings obtained in this study are not uniquely due to either
negative or positive conditional regard, the new scales contained items
tapping both types of conditional regard. An example of an item tapping
negative conditional regard reads ‘‘My mother is less friendly with me if I
perform less than perfectly.’’ An example of an item tapping positive
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Table 1
Factor Loadings of the PCA Following Oblique Rotation (PROMAX)

(Study 1)

Items

Maternal

Ratings

Paternal

Ratings

My mother/My father . . . DPC APC DPC APC

1. shows that s/he is disappointed with me

if I do not rely on her/him for a problem

.94 � .33 .77 � .23

2. blames me that I no longer want to do

things that we used to enjoy

.74 � .14 .67 .07

3. will make me feel guilty when I will

leave home permanently

.50 .32 .46 .35

4. shows that s/he is disappointed in me if

I do not want to share certain things

with him/her

.76 � .04 .86 � .16

5. makes me feel guilty if my ideas differ

from hers/his

.46 .40 .43 .38

6. is only happy with me if I rely

exclusively on her/him for advice

.67 .14 .61 .15

7. only shows her/his love for me as long

as we keep doing everything together

.64 .14 .70 � .06

8. interferes in my problems, even if I

prefer to solve them myself

.55 .16 .54 .14

9. is only friendly with me if I rely on her/

him instead of on my friends

.70 .07 .64 .03

10. is only happy with me if I look at things

her/his way

.40 .49 .25 .57

11. is less friendly with me if I perform less

than perfectly

.12 .67 .03 .74

12. shows that s/he is disappointed in me if I

make a mistake

.26 .31 .12 .46

13. is less attentive to me if I do not

perform up to my fullest potential

� .01 .83 .06 .78

14. shows that s/he loves me less if I

perform badly

� .08 .94 .00 .87

15. makes me feel guilty if my performance

is inferior

.03 .70 � .02 .77

16. only shows her/his love for me if I get

good grades

� .06 .90 � .16 .89

(Continued)
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conditional regard reads ‘‘My mother is only proud of me if I excel in
everything I do.’’ Items were rated on 5-point Likert scales, ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Mean scores on the 10 DPC
items ranged between 1.69 and 2.59 and between 1.50 and 2.28 in the
maternal and paternal ratings, respectively. Mean scores on the 10 APC
items ranged between 1.55 and 2.82 and between 1.54 and 3.03 in the
maternal and paternal ratings, respectively. Although these means are
low, they are in line with previous research on psychological control (e.g.,
Barber, 1996). Moreover, scores on each of item varied between 1 and 5,
indicating that participants made use of the full range of scores. As a
consequence, there was quite a lot of variability in the item scores, as
underscored by the finding that the standard deviation of each individual
item score was well above 0.50. Further information about the psycho-
metrics of this new measure is provided in the Results section.

Other parenting style dimensions. Three parenting style dimensions were
assessed to externally validate the distinction between DPC and APC,
namely, psychological control, autonomy support, and support. Partic-
ipants rated these scales for mothers and fathers separately. Psychological
control was assessed with the eight-item PCS-YSR (Barber, 1996). A
sample item reads: ‘‘My mother/father is always trying to change how I
feel or think about things.’’ Cronbach’s a was .89 for both maternal and
paternal ratings. Autonomy support was tapped with six items drawn from
the Autonomy Support scale of the Perceptions of Parents Scale (Grol-
nick, Ryan, & Deci, 1991; e.g., ‘‘My mother, whenever possible, allows

Table 1 (Cont.)

Items

Maternal

Ratings

Paternal

Ratings

My mother/My father . . . DPC APC DPC APC

17. only respects me if I am the best at

everything

� .08 .87 � .14 .86

18. is only friendly with me if I excel in

everything I do

� .04 .89 � .02 .60

19. appreciates me more if I pursue high

standards

.03 .72 .04 .64

20. is only proud of me if I perform well on

exams

� .09 .92 � .09 .83

Note. Items in bold were not retained in the final scale scores. DPC5 dependency-

oriented psychological control; APC5 achievement-oriented psychological control.
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me to choose what to do’’). Cronbach’s a was .86 for maternal ratings and
.88 for paternal ratings. Support was tapped with seven items from the
Children’s Report on Parent Behavior Inventory (CRPBI; Schaefer,
1965). A sample item reads ‘‘My father/mother makes me feel better af-
ter I discussed my worries with him/her.’’ Cronbach’s a was .94 for ma-
ternal ratings and .92 for paternal ratings.

Perfectionist and enmeshed family climate. As a measure of the extent to
which adolescents perceive their family climate as perfectionist and highly
demanding, we used two scales from the Frost Multidimensional Perfec-
tionism Scale (MPS; Frost et al., 1990), that is, Parental Expectations (five
items; e.g., ‘‘Only outstanding performance is good enough in my fam-
ily’’) and Parental Criticism (four items; e.g., ‘‘My parents never tried to
understand my mistakes’’). As previous research (e.g., Stumpf & Parker,
2000) has shown that the items of these two scales load onto a single
factor, a perfectionist family climate score was created by computing the
mean of the items of both scales. Cronbach’s a was .90. As a measure of
enmeshment, participants completed the seven-item enmeshment subscale
of the Colorado Self-Report of Family Functioning Inventory (Bloom,
1985; Manzi et al., 2006; e.g., ‘‘Family members find it hard to get away
from each other’’). Cronbach’s a was .76.

Results

Internal Structure and Reliability of the DAPCS

Following recommendations for good practice in scale development
(e.g., Henson & Roberts, 2006), the internal structure of our new
instrument was examined with a combination of exploratory and
confirmatory factor analyses. A principal components analysis
(PCA) was performed on maternal and paternal ratings of the
items separately. PCA on the 20 maternal items yielded two com-
ponents with an eigenvalue larger than 1 (9.66 and 2.10), explaining
48% and 10% of the variance, respectively. Moreover, the scree plot
indicated that the first two components accounted for the largest
proportion of explained variance. PCA on the 20 paternal items
yielded three components with an eigenvalue larger than 1 (8.21,
2.20, and 1.17), explaining 41%, 11%, and 6% of the variance, re-
spectively. However, as the scree plot showed a clear elbow after the
first two components, two components were extracted for both the
maternal and paternal ratings. An oblique rotation (PROMAX) was
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performed because it was anticipated that DPC and APC would be
substantially correlated. Table 1 displays the item loadings.

As shown in Table 1, nine DPC items had substantial loadings
(4.40) on the first component in both the maternal and the paternal
solutions. One DPC item did not load on its intended component in
the paternal solution and was removed from the scale. One of the
remaining nine items had a substantial cross-loading (4.40) in the
maternal solution and was also removed from the scale. Removal of
these two items resulted in an eight-item DPC scale. Cronbach’s a
was .86 for the maternal ratings and .83 for the paternal ratings.
Nine APC items (out of 10) had substantial loadings on the second
component in both the maternal and paternal solutions. Removal of
one APC item that did not load on its intended factor resulted in a
nine-item APC scale. Cronbach’s a was .93 for the maternal ratings
and .91 for the paternal ratings. Maternal ratings of DPC and APC
were positively correlated, r5 .61, po.001, and so were paternal
ratings of DPC and APC, r5 .52, po.001. Maternal and paternal
ratings of DPC were positively correlated, r5 .43, po.001, and so
were maternal and paternal ratings of APC, r5 .49, po.001.

Next, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on the
17 selected items (8 for DPC and 9 for APC) to further validate the
distinction between DPC and APC. CFA was conducted using Lisrel
8.50 with maximum likelihood estimation ( Jöreskog & Sörbom,
1996). To evaluate the goodness of fit of the factor structure, the
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) and the root mean
squared error of approximation (RMSEA) were selected. According
to Hu and Bentler (1999), the combined cutoff values of .09 for
SRMR and .06 for RMSEA indicate a good model fit. In addition,
we also inspected the comparative fit index (CFI) with values of .95
or above indicating good fit. To compare models, w2 difference tests
were used. Two models were compared, that is, a one-factor model,
assuming that the associations among the items are explained by a
single underlying ‘‘psychological control’’ factor, and a two-factor
model assuming a distinction between DPC and APC. No cross-
loadings or correlated errors between items were allowed. The
two-factor solution, w2(118)5 260.93, RMSEA5 .06, SRMR5 .06,
CFI5 .99, for maternal ratings and w2(118)5 262.86, RMSEA5

.06, SRMR5 .06, CFI5 .98, for paternal ratings, was clearly fa-
vored over the one-factor solution, w2(119)5 846.39, RMSEA5 .13,
SRMR5 .10, CFI5 .92, for maternal ratings and w2(119)5 724.26,
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RMSEA5 .12, SRMR5 .10, CFI5 .91, for paternal ratings, as in-
dicated by a significantly different chi-square statistic, Dw2 5 585.46,
df5 1, po.001, for maternal ratings and Dw2 5 461.40, df5 1,
po.001, for paternal ratings. Standardized loadings in the maternal
solution ranged from .57 to .90 (all pso.001) with a mean of .74, and
loadings in the paternal solution ranged from .53 to .87 (all pso.001)
with a mean of .68. On the basis of the CFA results, we also com-
puted the reliability estimate proposed by Leone, Perugini, Bagozzi,
Pierro, and Mannetti (2001). This estimate is similar to Cronbach’s
a, but it relaxes the assumption that each indicator is weighted
equally in determining the composite score. Instead, it takes into
account the size of the standardized factor loadings in the CFA so-
lution. Estimates for maternal DPC and APC were .87 and .93, re-
spectively. Estimates for paternal DPC and APC were .84 and .91,
respectively.

Gender Differences

To examine the effects of parent and adolescent gender on DPC and
APC, we performed a repeated measures multivariate analysis of vari-
ance (MANOVA) with parent gender as a within-subjects variable and
adolescent gender as a between-subjects variable. A significant multi-
variate effect was obtained for parental gender, Wilks l5 0.84,
F(2, 330)5 32.09, po.001, Z25 .16, and for adolescent gender, Wilks
l5 0.96, F(2, 330)5 7.62, po.01, Z25 .04. The interaction between
parent and adolescent gender was not significant, Wilks l5 0.99,
F(2, 330)5 1.02, p4.05, Z25 .01. Univariate follow-up analyses indi-
cated effects of parental gender on DPC, F(1, 331)5 22.91, po.001,
Z2 5 .07, and APC, F(1, 331)5 16.41, po.001, Z2 5 .05. Whereas
mothers were rated as higher on DPC (M5 2.12, SD5 0.77) com-
pared to fathers (M5 1.86, SD5 0.66), fathers were rated as higher
on APC (M5 1.91, SD5 0.81) compared to mothers (M5 1.68,
SD5 0.76). Adolescent gender had an effect on APC,
F(1, 331)5 6.41, p5 .01, Z2 5 .02, with males reporting higher
APC (M5 1.97, SD5 0.74) than females (M5 1.74, SD5 0.79).

Convergent and Discriminant Validity

Correlations between the two domain-specific expressions of
psychological control and other family and parenting variables are
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presented in Table 2. Due to the relatively high sample size, our an-
alyses attained high power. To avoid having small correlations
flagged as significant, only correlations at po.01 were considered
significant. Because DPC and APC are substantially correlated, par-
tial correlations were computed for DPC controlling for APC and
vice versa. These partial correlations allow for an examination of the
associations of each domain of psychological control with the val-
idation measures, net of the effect of the domain of psychological
control that is being controlled for. Thus, partial correlations that
reach significance represent unique (‘‘pure’’) associations of the do-
mains of psychological control with the validation measures.

In both the maternal and the paternal ratings, DPC and APC
were positively correlated with the general psychological control
scale (PCS-YSR) and negatively with autonomy support. When
controlling for the variance shared between DPC and APC, both
still showed significant positive correlations with psychological con-
trol and significant negative correlations with autonomy support.

Table 2
Correlations and Partial Correlations of DPC and APC With Family

and Parenting Variables (Study 1)

DPC APC

r Partial r r Partial r

Maternal ratings

General psychological control .60nn .30nn .71nn .55nn

Autonomy support � .49nn � .27nn � .53nn � .34nn

Support � .23nn .07 � .47nn � .44nn

Enmeshed family climate .40nn .31nn .27nn .04

Perfectionist family climate .46nn .12 .65nn .54nn

Paternal ratings

General psychological control .55nn .34nn .66nn .52nn

Autonomy support � .43nn � .21nn � .54nn � .42nn

Support � .10 .22nn � .50nn � .53nn

Enmeshed family climate .30nn .28nn .14n � .02

Perfectionist family climate .42nn .13 .64nn .54nn

Note. DPC5 dependency-oriented psychological control; APC5 achievement-ori-

ented psychological control.
npo.01. nnpo.001.

Psychological Control 231



DPC and APC were negatively related to parental support in the
raw correlations. When we controlled for their shared variance,
however, only APC was significantly negatively related to parental
support. When we controlled for APC, DPC was unrelated to sup-
port in the maternal ratings and positively related to support in the
paternal ratings. Thus, as expected, APC shows a more consistent
negative association with parental support compared to DPC. The
positive partial correlation between paternal DPC and support even
indicates that, after removing the variance shared with APC, fathers
who are perceived as high on DPC are, on average, perceived as
supportive.

Finally, although DPC and APC were both positively related to
perceptions of the family as enmeshed and perfectionist, the partial
correlations showed a differentiated and expected pattern of associ-
ations. DPC was uniquely related to enmeshment and APC was
uniquely related to a perfectionist family climate. Together with the
differential relations with parental support, these findings support
the divergent validity of the DPC and APC scales.

STUDY 2

The results of Study 1 provide preliminary evidence that DPC and
APC represent distinct domain-specific expressions of psychological
control in late adolescents’ perceptions of their parents. The first
question addressed in Study 2 is whether this distinction can be gen-
eralized to parents’ own perception of their rearing style. Second, to
further validate the distinction between DPC and APC, we examined
whether different parental personality features would relate differen-
tially to DPC and APC. Among other determinants (including social-
contextual pressures and child adjustment), parental personality has
been shown to be significantly related to psychological control. For
instance, Soenens et al. (2006) have shown that parental separation
anxiety and maladaptive perfectionism are independently related to a
general measure of psychological control. This study builds on those
findings by examining whether separation anxiety and maladaptive
perfectionism are each specifically and uniquely related to DPC and
APC, respectively. In examining these hypothesized associations, we
controlled for parental distress as a possible confounding variable
because a number of studies have shown that parental proneness to
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depressive symptoms is positively related to parental use of psycho-
logical control (e.g., Schluterman, 2007).

Method

Participants and Procedure

Data for this study were collected by undergraduate students (N5 161)
participating in a course on developmental psychology. Students were
asked to administer questionnaires to the parents from two intact fam-
ilies, one family where parents would report on the relationship with their
daughter and one where parents would report on the relationship with
their son. It was required that participants would be the parents of an
adolescent aged between 12 and 18 years. Parents were informed about
the topic of the study (i.e., ‘‘parent-child relationships’’) and it was ex-
plained to them that participation to the study was voluntary and that
they could discontinue participation at any time. Less than 2% of the
parents who were invited refused to participate. Students scheduled a
meeting with parents who agreed to participate and administered the
questionnaires during a home visit. This procedure resulted in a sample of
322 fathers and mothers. Due to the sampling procedure, about half of
the parents (51%) reported on their parenting style in relation to a female
child. The age of the adolescent child that parents reported on ranged
between 13 and 18 years with a mean age of 16 (SD5 0.96). Mothers’
mean age was 45 years (SD5 3.21). On a 6-point scale, mothers’ mean
educational level was 3.88 (SD5 1.17), indicating an average of 15 years
of education. Fathers’ mean age was 47 years (SD5 3.75). Fathers’ mean
educational level was 4.02 (SD5 1.39), also indicating about 15 years of
education.

Measures

DPC and APC. Parents were administered a parent-report version of
the DAPCS, including the eight-item DPC scale and the nine-item APC
scale constructed in Study 1. For the purpose of this study, items were
made amenable to parent self-report. For instance, the item ‘‘My mother/
father is less friendly with me if I perform less than perfectly’’ was
changed into ‘‘I am less friendly with my son/daughter if s/he performs
less then perfectly.’’ Cronbach’s a of the DPC scale was .79 and .83 for
mothers and fathers, respectively. Cronbach’s a of the APC scale was .80
and .86 for mothers and fathers, respectively.

Separation anxiety. Parents rated 10 items of the Anxiety about Ado-
lescent Distancing scale from the Parents of Adolescents Separation
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Anxiety scale (PASAS; Hock et al., 2001) that were selected on the basis
of data from an independent sample of 540 mothers and 473 fathers (So-
enens et al., 2006). The 10 items with the highest factor loadings in both
the maternal and paternal data were selected for use in this study. This
shortened scale was highly correlated with the original 21-item scale
(r5 .95 for both mothers and fathers). An example item reads ‘‘I dread
thinking about what my life will be like after my teenager leaves home
permanently.’’ In this study, Cronbach’s a was .85 for both mothers and
fathers.

Maladaptive perfectionism. Parents completed two scales from the MPS
(Frost et al., 1990), namely, Concern over Mistakes (nine items; e.g.,
‘‘People will probably think less of me if I make a mistake’’) and Doubts
about Actions (four items; e.g., ‘‘Even when I do something very care-
fully, I often feel that it is not quite right’’). Past research has identified
both scales as indicators of maladaptive perfectionism (Frost et al., 1990).
A maladaptive perfectionism scale was constructed by computing the
mean of the items tapping Concern over Mistakes and Doubts about
Actions (see, e.g., Soenens, Vansteenkiste, et al., 2005). Cronbach’s a was
.90 and .88 for mothers and fathers, respectively.

Depressive symptoms. Depressive symptoms were measured using the
Center for Epidemiologic Studies–Depression scale (CES-D; Radloff,
1977). A brief 12-item version was developed and validated by Roberts
and Sobhan (1992). Parents indicated how often they had experienced
symptoms of depression during the past week on a scale from from 0
(rarely or none of the time [less than one day]), to 1 (a couple of times [1–2
days]), to 2 (sometimes or regularly [3–4 days]), to 3 (most or all of the
time [5–7 days]). An example item reads: ‘‘During the past week, I felt
sad.’’ Cronbach’s a was .82 and .77 for mothers and fathers, respectively.

Results

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

We used CFA to examine the factor structure of the DAPCS in
parents’ perceptions. It was found that a two-factor solution,
w2(118)5 371.51, RMSEA5 .08, SRMR5 .07, CFI5 .93, for ma-
ternal reports and w2(118)5 412.95, RMSEA5 .09, SRMR5 .06,
CFI5 .95, for paternal ratings, fit the data better than a one-factor
solution, w2(119)5 653.63, RMSEA5 .12, SRMR5 .10, CFI5 .85,
for maternal ratings and w2(119)5 662.78, RMSEA5 .12,
SRMR5 .09, CFI5 .90, for paternal ratings, as evidenced by a
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significant difference in chi-square, Dw2 5 33.37, df5 1, po.001, for
maternal reports and Dw2 5 28.87, df5 1, po.001, for paternal re-
ports. Standardized factor loadings in the maternal solution ranged
from .39 to .76 (all pso.001) with a mean of .59, and loadings in the
paternal solution ranged from .46 to .76 (all pso.001) with a mean of
.64. Reliability estimates according to Leone et al.’s (2001) formula
were .81 and .83 for maternal DPC and APC, respectively. Reliability
estimates for paternal DPC and APC were .84 and .87, respectively.

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics for all the variables in this study are provided in
Table 3. Prior to examining the hypothesized relationships between
DPC, APC, separation anxiety, and maladaptive perfectionism, we
explored the effects of a number of relevant background character-
istics (i.e., gender, parent age, and parent educational level). First, to
examine gender differences, we performed a repeated measures
MANOVA with parent gender as a within-subjects variable, with
adolescent gender as a between-subjects variable and with all study
variables as dependent variables. A significant multivariate effect
was obtained for parental gender, Wilks l5 0.82, F(5, 314)5 14.41,
po.001, Z2 5 .18, and for adolescent gender, Wilks l5 0.96, F(5,
314)5 2.77, po.05, Z2 5 .04. The interaction between parent and
adolescent gender was not significant, Wilks l5 0.99, F(5,
314)5 0.52, p4.05, Z2 5 .01. Univariate follow-up analyses indi-
cated effects of parental gender on APC, F(1, 317)5 39.96, po.001,
Z2 5 .11, and separation anxiety, F(1, 317)5 14.66, po.001,
Z2 5 .04. Whereas fathers scored higher on APC (M5 1.76,
SD5 0.61) compared to mothers (M5 1.53, SD5 0.48), mothers
scored higher on separation anxiety (M5 2.48, SD5 0.76) com-
pared to fathers (M5 2.29, SD5 0.70). Adolescent gender had an
effect on APC, F(1, 318)5 6.29, p5 .01, Z2 5 .02, with parents re-
porting higher APC toward their sons (M5 1.71, SD5 0.61) than
toward their daughters (M5 1.59, SD5 0.61).

To examine the effects of parental age and educational level, cor-
relations were computed between these background variables and
the study variables. Parental age was unrelated to the study variables
(all ps4.05). Maternal educational level was positively related to
APC (r5 .16, po.01) and negatively related to depressive symptoms
(r5 � .13, p5 .01) and separation anxiety (r5 � .19, po.01).
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Paternal educational level was negatively related to DPC (r5 � .14,
p5 .01), depressive symptoms (r5 � .16, po.01), and separation
anxiety (r5 � .20, po.001). Given that gender and educational level
were related to the study variables, we controlled for the effects of
these background variables in the primary analyses.

Correlations and Regression Analyses

Correlations between the study variables are provided in Table 3.
Both in the maternal and in the paternal data, separation anxiety
and maladaptive perfectionism were both positively related to DPC
and APC. The most pronounced correlations were obtained, how-
ever, for those associations that were theoretically anticipated (i.e., the
association between separation anxiety and DPC and the correlation
between maladaptive perfectionism and APC). In addition, parental
depressive symptoms were significantly related to DPC and APC.

To examine unique associations between separation anxiety, mal-
adaptive perfectionism, and the domain-specific expressions of psy-
chological control, regression analyses were performed (Table 4). To
control for the variance shared by DPC and APC, in a first step each
scale was regressed on the other scale. For clarity of presentation, the

Table 3
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Between Study Variables

(Study 2)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

M 1.71 1.75 2.25 1.96 0.47

SD 0.53 0.58 0.67 0.61 0.36

1. DPC — .60nn .66nn .46nn .35nn

2. APC .43nn — .33nn .60nn .31nn

3. Separation anxiety .57nn .21nn — .39nn .32nn

4. Maladaptive perfectionism .39nn .48nn .34nn — .37nn

5. Depressive symptoms .30nn .24nn .35nn .40nn —

M 1.67 1.53 2.45 1.94 0.52

SD 0.49 0.48 0.74 0.65 0.41

Note. Lower diagonal: descriptive statistics and correlation matrix of the maternal

data; upper diagonal: descriptive statistics and correlation matrix of the paternal

data. DPC5 separation-anxious psychological control, APC5 achievement-

oriented psychological control.
nnpo.001.
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results of this first step are not shown in Table 4. We controlled for
the effects of adolescent gender, parental educational level, and pa-
rental depressive symptoms by entering these variables in the second
step of the equation. In the third and final step, separation anxiety
and maladaptive perfectionism were entered as simultaneous pre-
dictors of DPC and APC. Analyses were performed separately for
maternal and paternal data. The results of the second and third steps
are shown in Table 4. Parental separation anxiety was found to be
uniquely related to DPC and parental maladaptive perfectionism
was found to be uniquely related to APC, even when controlling for
the background variables (Table 4). Note that the initial associations
between depressive symptoms and the types of psychological control
observed in the raw correlations (Table 3) were reduced to nonsig-
nificance after we entered separation anxiety and maladaptive per-
fectionism as predictors of DPC and APC.

In sum, results from Study 2 show that the distinction between
DPC and APC can be generalized to parents’ own perceptions of
their rearing behavior. Further, DPC and APC were each uniquely
related to their hypothesized parental antecedents (i.e., separation
anxiety and maladaptive perfectionism, respectively), a finding that
further testifies to the validity of the distinction between DPC and
APC.

Table 4
Regression Analyses Predicting DPC and APC (Study 2)

Predictor

Dependent Variable

Maternal Model Paternal Model

DPC APC DPC APC

Adolescent gender .02 � .15n � .02 � .02

Parent level of education � .09 .17n � .06 .12n

Depressive symptoms .02 .05 .08 .03

Maladaptive perfectionism .05 .30nn � .02 .38nn

Separation anxiety .46nn � .07 .50nn � .18n

R2 .40 .31 .58 .47

Note. DPC5dependency-oriented psychological control, APC5 achievement-

oriented psychological control.
npo.01. nnpo.001.
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STUDY 3

Study 3 first aims to replicate the factorial distinctiveness of DPC
and APC in a sample of middle adolescents. The main aim of Study 3
was to examine associations between the two domains of psycho-
logical control and adolescent dependency, self-criticism, and de-
pressive symptoms. Specifically, we expected that DPC would be
uniquely related to dependency whereas APC would be uniquely re-
lated to self-criticism in adolescents. Dependency and self-criticism
would, in turn, explain independent variance in adolescent depres-
sive symptoms, thus differentially mediating the effects of DPC and
APC, respectively. Furthermore, as in Studies 1 and 2, we examined
mean-level gender differences in DPC and APC. We also examined
the possibility that the associations between DPC, APC, and ado-
lescent vulnerability to depression may differ by parent and adoles-
cent gender. With respect to parental gender, Blatt and Homann
(1992) have suggested that mothers would be more important in the
development of dependency than fathers. In contrast, both mothers
and fathers would be involved in the development of self-criticism.
Research has provided some evidence for Blatt and Homann’s ex-
pectations about the differential roles of mothers and fathers (e.g.,
McCranie & Bass, 1984). Accordingly, it was anticipated that,
whereas perceived APC by both mothers and fathers would relate
to adolescent self-criticism, the relation between DPC and depen-
dency would be more pronounced for maternal ratings than for pa-
ternal ratings. In this context, we also explored whether adolescent
gender would moderate the associations between the domains of
psychological control and vulnerability to depression.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were 451 middle adolescents from two secondary schools in
Belgium. One participant was removed from this sample because he was
22 years old and this study aimed to sample middle adolescents. The age
of the remaining participants ranged from 15 to 19, with a mean of 16.63
years (SD5 0.90). There were 332 (74%) girls and 118 (26%) boys in the
sample. This unbalanced gender distribution was not due to a self-selec-
tive bias in the sampling procedure; rather, it mirrored the distribution in
the student population of the two schools involved in this study. A total
of 171 students were in 10th grade (38%), 163 students were in 11th grade
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(37%), and 113 students were in 12th grade (25%). Concerning family
structure, 83% of the adolescents came from intact families, 13% had
divorced parents, and 4% came from a family in which one of the parents
had deceased. All participants were White and of Belgian nationality. The
questionnaires for adolescents were administered to the students during a
class period, and at least one of the primary researchers of this project was
present during data collection. The students had approximately 45 min-
utes to complete the surveys. Participation was voluntary and anonymity
was guaranteed.

Measurements

DPC and APC. Participants were administered the DAPCS developed
in Study 1. The scales were rated for mothers and fathers separately.
Cronbach’s a of the DPC scale was .85 and .76 for mothers and fathers,
respectively. Cronbach’s a of the APC scale was .92 and .88 for mothers
and fathers, respectively.

Dependency and self-criticism. The Depressive Experiences Question-
naire for Adolescents (DEQ-A; Blatt, Schaffer, Bers, & Quinlan, 1992) is
a 66-item questionnaire tapping dependency, self-criticism, and efficacy.
This questionnaire is based on Blatt, D’Afflitti, and Quinlan’s (1976)
original adult version of the DEQ. Items of the adult DEQ were modified
to better fit with adolescents’ experiential world. It has been shown that
the DEQ-A has a stable factor structure, adequate test–retest reliability,
and good validity, as evidenced by relations with measures of depressive
symptoms and psychopathology in general (e.g., Blatt et al., 1992; Lead-
beater, Kuperminc, Blatt, & Hertzog, 1999). Scores for dependency and
self-criticism were derived using the factor scoring procedure proposed by
Blatt et al. (1992). The efficacy scale was not used in this study because it
taps positive feelings of competence rather than vulnerability to depression.

Depressive symptoms. Participants filled out the 12-item CES-D de-
scribed in Study 2. Cronbach’s a was .86.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

CFA. As in Study 1, CFA showed that a two-factor solution,
w2(118)5 320.29, RMSEA5 .06, SRMR5 .05, CFI5 .98, for ma-
ternal ratings and w2(118)5 227.99, RMSEA5 .05, SRMR5 .05,
CFI5 .98, for paternal ratings, fit the data better than a one-factor
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solution, w2(119)5 875.44, RMSEA5 .12, SRMR5 .09, CFI5 .93,
for maternal ratings and w2(119)5 397.92, RMSEA5 .07, SRMR5

.07, CFI5 .96, for paternal ratings, as evidenced by a significant
difference in chi-square, Dw2 5 555.15, df5 1, po.001, for maternal
ratings and Dw2 5 169.93, df5 1, po.001 for paternal ratings. Stan-
dardized factor loadings in the maternal solution ranged from .54 to
.83 (all pso.001) with a mean of .71, and loadings in the paternal
solution ranged from .45 to .82 (all pso.001) with a mean of .62.
Reliability estimates according to Leone et al.’s (2001) formula
for maternal DPC and APC were .85 and .93, respectively. Reliabil-
ity estimates for paternal DPC and APC were .77 and .89,
respectively.

Descriptives. Descriptive statistics for the study variables are pro-
vided in Table 5. As in Studies 1 and 2, mean-level parent and ad-
olescent gender differences in DPC and APC were examined by
means of a repeated measures MANOVA. A significant multivariate
effect was obtained for parental gender, Wilks l5 0.90, F(2,
439)5 23.47, po.001, Z2 5 .10, and for adolescent gender, Wilks
l5 0.94, F(2, 439)5 15.42, po.01, Z2 5 .07. The interaction be-
tween parent and adolescent gender was not significant, Wilks
l5 0.99, F(2, 439)5 3.39, p4.01, Z2 5 .02. Univariate ANOVAs
indicated effects of parental gender on DPC, F(1, 440)5 25.25,
po.001, Z2 5 .05, and APC, F(1, 440)5 4.21, po.05, Z2 5 .01.

Table 5
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Between Study Variables

(Study 3)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Maternal DPC 1.98 0.73

2. Maternal APC 1.73 0.79 .59nn

3. Paternal DPC 1.75 0.59 .49nn .35nn

4. Paternal APC 1.81 0.73 .37nn .50nn .59nn

5. Dependency � 0.11 0.86 .31nn .15n .05 .01

6. Self-criticism � 0.01 0.91 .27nn .33nn .22nn .30nn � .08

7. Depressive symptoms 0.81 0.53 .29nn .26nn .14n .24nn .35nn .46nn

Note: DPC5 dependency-oriented psychological control, APC5 achievement-

oriented psychological control.
npo.01. nnpo.001.
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Whereas mothers were rated as higher on DPC (M5 1.98,
SD5 0.73) compared to fathers (M5 1.75, SD5 0.59), fathers
were rated as higher on APC (M5 1.81, SD5 0.73) compared to
mothers (M5 1.74, SD5 0.79). Adolescent gender had an effect on
DPC, F(1, 440)5 9.73, po.01, Z2 5 .02, and on APC, F(1, 440)5

24.83, po.001, Z2 5 .07. Males reported higher DPC (M5 2.01,
SD5 0.68) and higher APC (M5 2.05, SD5 0.78) than females
(M5 1.82, SD5 0.62 and M5 1.67, SD5 0.73, respectively).

We examined effects of adolescent gender on dependency, self-
criticism, and depressive symptoms by means of another MANOVA.
A significant multivariate effect was obtained, Wilks l5 0.90, F(3,
435)5 16.61, po.001, Z2 5 .10. Univariate ANOVAs indicated
effects of adolescent gender on dependency, F(1, 437)5 32.91,
po.001, Z2 5 .07, self-criticism, F(1, 437)5 12.30, po.001, Z2 5 .03,
and depressive symptoms, F(1, 437)5 5.06, po.05, Z2 5 .01. Female
adolescents scored higher on dependency (M5 0.03, SD5 0.81) and
depressive symptoms (M5 0.84, SD5 0.54) compared to male ado-
lescents (M5 � 0.49, SD5 0.89 and M5 0.71, SD5 0.50, respec-
tively). Conversely, male adolescents obtained higher scores on self-
criticism (M5 0.25, SD5 0.85) compared to female adolescents
(M5 � 0.09, SD5 0.91). Adolescent age was not significantly re-
lated to any of the study variables (all ps4.05).

Primary Analyses

Correlations. Correlations between the study variables are pro-
vided in Table 5. As in Study 1, we found substantial correlations
between the domain-specific scales of psychological control and be-
tween maternal and paternal ratings of each scale. Whereas maternal
DPC was positively related to dependency, paternal DPC was not.
Both maternal and paternal APC were positively related to self-crit-
icism and to a lesser extent to dependency. Dependency and self-
criticism were positively related to depressive symptoms.

Structural equation modeling (SEM). The primary hypotheses of
this study were examined by means of SEM with manifest variables.
Models were estimated separately for mothers and fathers. The co-
variance matrices were used as input, and solutions were generated
on the basis of maximum-likelihood estimation. The modeling pro-
cedure proceeded in two steps. First, we examined direct effects of
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DPC and APC on depressive symptoms by entering both domains of
psychological control simultaneously in the prediction of depressive
symptoms. This model is a fully saturated model because all possible
associations between the three constructs involved are specified. Sec-
ond, we estimated the hypothesized mediation model including paths
from DPC to dependency, from APC to self-criticism, and from both
dependency and self-criticism to depressive symptoms. In both mod-
els, gender was added as a control variable by allowing paths from
gender to each of the model constructs.

In the maternal data, the direct effects model yielded independent
significant effects of DPC (b5 .21, po.01) and APC (b5 .18,
po.01) on depressive symptoms, controlling for the effect of gen-
der (b5 .22, po.01). Next, estimation of the hypothesized mediation
model yielded an acceptable model fit, w2(4)5 10.01, RMSEA5 .06,
SRMR5 .04, CFI5 .99, and all hypothesized path coefficients were
significant (po.01). Adding paths from DPC to self-criticism and
from APC to dependency did not improve model fit, and both paths
(b5 .07 and .14, respectively) were not significant (ps4.05), a find-
ing that supports the hypothesized specificity of the relations be-
tween DPC and APC and the two vulnerability factors. Further,
adding direct paths from DPC and APC to depressive symptoms
also did not improve model fit, and both effects (b5 .02 and .09,
respectively) were not significant. The latter findings demonstrate
that the initial direct effects of DPC and APC on depressive symp-
toms are reduced to nonsignificance after we enter dependency and
self-criticism as intervening variables. In other words, the effects of
DPC and APC were fully and differentially mediated by dependency
and self-criticism, as further indicated by the significant indirect
effects of both DPC (z5 4.85, po.001) and APC (z5 4.97, po.001)
on depressive symptoms through these intervening variables. Figure 1
shows the final model for the maternal ratings.

In the paternal data, the direct effects model yielded a significant
effect of APC (b5 .30, po.001) on depressive symptoms even when
we controlled for gender (b5 .24, po.01). The effect of DPC, how-
ever, was not significant (b5 .03, p4.05). Estimation of the hypoth-
esized mediation model yielded an acceptable model fit, w2(4)5 12.70,
RMSEA5 .07, SRMR5 .04, CFI5 .98, and all hypothesized path
coefficients were significant (po.01). Adding paths from DPC to self-
criticism and from APC to dependency did not improve model fit, and
both paths (both bs5 .04) were not significant (ps4.05). Adding a
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direct path from DPC to depressive symptoms did not improve model
fit, and this effect (b5 � .03) was not significant. Although DPC did
not have an initial effect on depressive symptoms (and thus could not
be mediated by dependency), it was still deemed useful to examine the
indirect effect of DPC on depression through dependency. Even in the
absence of a significant direct association, an independent variable
may still be indirectly related to a dependent variable through its effect
on the intervening variable (MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West,
& Sheets, 2002). The indirect effect of DPC through dependency on
depressive symptoms was significant (z5 2.82, po.01), indicating that
the association between DPC and depressive symptoms is indirect
rather than mediated. Further, adding a direct effect from APC to
depressive symptoms did improve model fit, and this direct effect was
significant (b5 .16, po.01). Note, however, that the latter effect was
substantially reduced compared to its original size (i.e., from .30 to
.16). Moreover, the indirect effect of APC to depressive symptoms
through self-criticism was significant (z5 4.36, po.001), indicating
that the association between APC and depressive symptoms was par-
tially mediated by self-criticism. The final best-fitting model for the
paternal ratings is depicted in Figure 1.

One unexpected finding in Figure 1 is the significant path from
paternal DPC to adolescent dependency. This path is striking because
the raw correlation between paternal DPC and dependency was not
significant. The hypothesized association between DPC and depen-
dency thus seems less consistently supported for paternal DPC than

Adolescent
Self-Criticism

Adolescent
Dependency

Depressive
symptoms

.34**/.32**

.52**/.48**

--/.16* 

.58**/.59** 

Figure 1
Structural model of relations between perceived DPC, APC, depen-
dency, self-criticism, and depressive symptoms (Study 3). Coefficients
shown are standardized path coefficients. The first coefficient refers to
the maternal model, and the second coefficient refers to the paternal
model. For clarity of presentation, the effects of gender are not shown.

npo.01. nnpo.001.
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for maternal DPC (which was positively related to dependency, both
in the correlations and in the path analysis). Moreover, because Blatt
and Homann (1992) formulated explicit hypotheses about the differ-
ential role of mothers and fathers in the development of dependency,
we performed an ancillary set of regression analyses where maternal
and paternal DPC were simultaneously entered as predictors of de-
pendency. It was found that, after we controlled for the effect of gen-
der, only maternal DPC (b5 .34, po.001) but not paternal DPC
(b5 � .05, po.01) significantly predicted dependency. A similar re-
gression analysis was performed to examine the relative contribution
of maternal and paternal APC to the prediction of self-criticism. It
was found that maternal APC (b5 .23, po.001) and paternal APC
(b5 .17, po.01) explained independent variance in self-criticism.

Multigroup analysis. To examine whether adolescent gender mod-
erates the associations in the mediation model (Figure 1), multigroup
analyses were performed. These analyses were performed on the final
best fitting models for the maternal and paternal data depicted in
Figure 1 because these models contained all the paths relevant to this
study. Multigroup analysis compares a constrained model, that is, a
model in which the structural coefficients are set equal across gender,
to an unconstrained model, that is, a model in which these coeffi-
cients are allowed to vary between males and females. The con-
strained and the unconstrained models are compared in terms of the
chi-square difference corresponding to the number of degrees of
freedom. A significant difference implies that the model differs sig-
nificantly across gender. In contrast, a nonsignificant difference im-
plies that the model holds invariantly across groups. No significant
differences were found between the constrained and the uncon-
strained models in both the maternal data, SBS-w2diff(4)5 4.63,
p4.05, and the paternal data, SBS-w2diff(5)5 8.67, p4.05, indicat-
ing that adolescents’ gender does not moderate the structural rela-
tionships in the models.

Curvilinear associations. In a final set of ancillary analyses, we
tested for the possibility that associations between the domains of
psychological control and the adolescent outcomes would be curvi-
linear rather than linear in nature. One may wonder, for instance,
whether psychological control is primarily or only problematic at
high or extreme levels. To test for curvilinear effects, we centered the
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scores on DPC and APC and computed quadratic terms on the basis
of these centered scores. In a set of regression analyses we examined
whether the quadratic terms added to the prediction beyond the
effect of the (centered) main effects of DPC and APC. Regression
analyses were performed separately for maternal and paternal rat-
ings of psychological control and separately for achievement-ori-
ented psychological control and dependency-oriented psychological
control. This resulted in a total of 12 regression analyses (4 for each
of the three dependent variables). Only 1 out of 12 quadratic terms
reached significance, that is, the quadratic term of maternal achieve-
ment-oriented psychological control in the prediction of adolescent
dependency (b5 .12, p5 .04). Follow-up analyses, where individuals
were categorized into a low, medium, and high category on the basis
of a tertile split on the scores for maternal achievement-oriented
psychological control, did not reveal significant differences between
the three categories in terms of adolescent dependency. Given the
overall lack of quadratic effects, it seems that relations between the
domains of psychological control and the adolescent outcomes are
linear rather than curvilinear in nature.

DISCUSSION

This series of studies aimed to validate a distinction between two
domain-specific expressions of parental psychological control. De-
velopmental theory and research suggested the possibility that some
forms of pressuring parenting are driven by concerns about parent–
child distancing whereas others are driven by performance-related
concerns. The present study, however, is the first to explicitly test the
idea of a distinction between dependency-oriented psychological
control and achievement-oriented psychological control.

Internal and External Validity of the Distinction Between DPC and
APC

Factor analyses showed that the distinction between DPC and APC
holds in both middle and late adolescents’ perceptions’ of their par-
ents as well as in parents’ own perceptions of their rearing behavior.
The two domain-specific expressions of psychological control were
substantially correlated (average r across the three studies5 .55),
which makes sense, given that they both represent instantiations of a

Psychological Control 245



pressuring and intrusive parenting style. The size of these correla-
tions suggests that parents who use psychological control in one
domain are likely to also use psychological control in the other do-
main. Yet, given that the correlation between DPC and APC is far
from perfect, it seems plausible that, whereas some parents may
score high (or low) on psychological control in both domains simul-
taneously, other parents’ rearing style may be predominantly char-
acterized by psychological control in one domain and to a lesser
extent by psychological control in the other domain. Future research
using a person-oriented approach may attempt to identify such
differentiated profiles. In general, it is important to note that the
mean scores on DPC and APC were quite low, indicating that par-
ents are not perceived as highly controlling, at least not in the com-
munity samples studied here. In spite of the low mean on these
dimensions, there was substantial variability in scores on DPC and
APC and, as will be detailed below, this variability was related in
theoretically meaningful ways to parental and adolescent variables.

The distinction between DPC and APC was externally validated
by relating both expressions of psychological control to well-estab-
lished measures of perceived family climate and parenting style.
First, as expected, DPC and APC were related to a similar extent to
perceptions of parents as psychologically controlling and autonomy
suppressing. Supporting the divergent validity of the distinction be-
tween DPC and APC, both expressions of psychological control
were differentially related to a measure of parental support, such
that only APC was uniquely related to perceptions of parents as
uninvolved cold, distant, and unresponsive to distress. Given that
APC involves an orientation where parents hold relentless achieve-
ment standards for their children, APC is indeed likely to go together
with a cold and aloof parental attitude toward their children. Con-
versely, the finding that, after we controlled for the variance shared
with APC, DPC is unrelated (in the maternal ratings) or even pos-
itively related (in the paternal ratings) to parental support indicates
that DPC is less consistently related to experiences of parents as cold
and unresponsive. Given that DPC involves an intolerance for par-
ent–child distance, it seems logical that DPC will at times go together
with displays of concern, care, and involvement. On the other hand,
the involvement associated with DPC is conditional in nature such
that warmth and love are only provided when the child remains
within close parent–child boundaries.
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Second, DPC and APC were also differentially related to mea-
sures of enmeshed and perfectionist family climates. Whereas the
constructs of DPC and APC are to be situated at the level of the
parent–child dyads, the constructs of enmeshment and family
perfectionism pertain to the interpersonal climate at the level of
the family as a whole. As expected, DPC was uniquely related to
enmeshment, indicating that DPC is most common in families char-
acterized by inadequate boundaries (Barber & Buehler, 1996; Green
& Werner, 1996). Also as expected, APC was uniquely associated
with a perfectionist family climate. Perfectionist families are char-
acterized by an atmosphere of demanding standards for achieve-
ment, where family members are compared and evaluated in terms
of their performance in school, at work, or in sports (Frost et al.,
1990).

Gender Differences

Research on gender differences in parental psychological control has
typically relied on general measures of psychological control. Barber
and Harmon (2002) concluded that there is a trend for mothers to
score higher on measures of psychological control than fathers. Also,
male adolescents score somewhat higher on psychological control
compared to female adolescents. The findings on gender differences
in previous research are far from consistent, however, and the mag-
nitude of the gender differences obtained is typically small.

Herein, we argue that the distinction between DPC and APC may
allow for a more fine-grained and theoretically driven analysis of
gender differences in psychological control. It has indeed been ar-
gued from diverse conceptual accounts that females are more
strongly socialized and oriented toward relationships and belong-
ingness, whereas males are more strongly oriented toward individual
achievement, self-assertion, and independence (e.g., Blatt & Shich-
man, 1983; Josselson, 1987), at least in contemporary Western cul-
tures. Given these gender-specific orientations, we hypothesized that
mothers’ use of psychological control is more likely to center around
interpersonal issues (i.e., DPC), whereas fathers’ use of psychological
control primarily involves issues of achievement (i.e., APC). Con-
sistent with this hypothesis, we found that adolescents systematically
rated their mothers as higher on DPC than their fathers. This gender
difference did not show up in mothers’ self-reports of DPC, although
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mothers did rate themselves as higher on separation anxiety than
fathers. Conversely, fathers were perceived as higher on APC than
mothers and also reported themselves to use more APC than moth-
ers did. Overall then, our data reveal a clear tendency for mothers’
psychological control to center primarily around issues of parent–
child distance and for fathers’ psychological control to primarily in-
volve achievement-related concerns. Thus, the lack of consistent
parent gender differences in psychological control obtained in pre-
vious research might be due to the lack of domain differentiation in
the assessment of psychological control.

Less consistent evidence was found for the idea that female
adolescents would experience more DPC than male adolescents
and that male adolescents would experience more APC than female
adolescents. Specifically, although males reported higher levels of
APC than females, females did not report higher levels of DPC than
males. Unexpectedly, in Study 3 males scored even higher than
females on DPC. Although these findings provide only partial sup-
port for our hypothesis, they do suggest the interesting possibility
that the higher levels of psychological control reported by males in
previous research are uniquely due to the higher levels among males
of one expression of psychological control (i.e., APC). It remains
unclear why we did not obtain the anticipated gender differences in
DPC, and this requires further research. More generally, it should be
noted that parental gender differences were more consistent and
systematically larger than adolescent gender differences.

Antecedents and Outcomes of DPC and APC

In line with our expectations, we found that DPC and APC were
differentially related to features of parents’ personality functioning.
Parental separation anxiety was uniquely related to DPC. Parents
who experience events signaling parent–child distance as threatening
and who anticipate their child’s increasing independence with feel-
ings of resentment and anxiety thus report using more psychologi-
cally controlling tactics to keep their child within close physical and
emotional boundaries (Hock et al., 2001; Soenens et al., 2006). Pa-
rental maladaptive perfectionism, in contrast, was uniquely related
to APC. This finding is consistent with the reasoning that perfec-
tionist parents project their own standards onto their children and
use manipulative pressure as a means to impose their achievement-
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oriented standards on their children (Flett et al., 2002; Grolnick,
2003; Soenens, Elliot, et al., 2005).

It is important to note that this study focused on only one possible
source of psychological control, that is, parent personality function-
ing. Given that parenting is multiply determined, an important av-
enue for future research is to additionally examine social-contextual
factors and child behaviors as possible determinants (Barber et al.,
2005). It is possible, for instance, that premature adolescent detach-
ment from parents may specifically elicit concerns about parent–
child distancing (as expressed in DPC), whereas academic failure
may elicit concerns about achievement (as expressed in APC). Most
likely, the domain-specific expressions of psychological control result
from a complex and transactional interaction between adolescent
functioning and parent personality.

Our findings also suggest that both expressions of psychological
control, in addition to being rooted in different parental anteced-
ents, are related to adolescent distress through differential path-
ways. DPC was found to be specifically related to adolescent
dependency, and this association was more pronounced for moth-
ers than for fathers. According to Blatt (1974; Blatt & Homann,
1992), a parenting style where parents (and mothers in particular)
use their love to pressure the child to remain within close proximity
(e.g., through love withdrawal) indeed represents one of the major
pathways through which a dependent vulnerability can develop. As
a consequence of such a parenting style, children would become in-
secure and anxious about their parents’ love, an orientation that
would be repeated in relationships other than the parent–child dyad.
Dependent individuals thus need constant affirmation that others
are available, develop a clinging interpersonal style, and experience
deep-seated anxiety about separation. It is interesting to note that
Blatt and Homann hypothesized that mothers would be more
strongly involved in the development of dependency than fathers.
From a psychoanalytic perspective, dependency primarily deals
with oral issues such as fear of losing an object’s nurturance and
care. Given that mothers are typically more salient socialization
figures in these early stages of development, mothers’ parenting style
would be more strongly predictive of dependency than fathers’
parenting style. Consistent with this reasoning, maternal DPC was
more consistently related to dependency than paternal DPC. How-
ever, given that this is a first study on DPC and dependency, these
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findings are preliminary, and additional research is needed to con-
firm them.

Also consistent with the theory of Blatt, APC was specifically re-
lated to adolescent self-criticism. Self-criticism is thought to develop
when parents make their approval contingent upon meeting strict
parental standards and when they induce guilt for performing less
than perfectly. As a consequence, children would become anxious
about failing to meet parental standards and would develop a ten-
dency to criticize themselves for failing to meet self-imposed stan-
dards (Blatt & Homann, 1992). Both maternal and paternal APC
were found to relate to self-criticism and even explained independent
variance in self-criticism. This finding, which suggests that both
mothers and fathers may contribute to the development of self-crit-
icism, is again in line with psychoanalytic theory. Self-criticism
mainly deals with issues from the oedipal stages of development
(e.g., guilt; Blatt, 1974). Consistent with the notion that relationships
in this stage become increasingly triadic and that both parents are
involved in the negotiation of the oedipal transition, Blatt and Hom-
ann reasoned that the relationship with both parents is crucial in the
development of a self-critical orientation.

As in previous studies, dependency and self-criticism explained
independent variance in adolescents’ depressive symptoms, with self-
criticism emerging as a somewhat stronger predictor (Blatt et al.,
1992) and, moreover, served as differential mediators in relations
between DPC, APC, and depressive symptoms. This model of differ-
ential mediation was found to be consistent across adolescent gen-
der, thereby testifying to its stability and generalizability. Finally, it
is interesting to note that the relations between the domains of psy-
chological control, dependency, self-criticism, and depressive symp-
toms were generally linear rather than curvilinear in nature. This is
in line with Blatt’s notion of continuity between normal functioning
and psychopathology (Blatt, 2004). Contrary to the idea that there is
a clear demarcation between depressive symptoms and a clinical
diagnosis of major depressive disorder (as is implied in the DSM-IV
taxonomy), Blatt (2004) assumed that depressive symptoms are con-
tinuous with a clinical diagnosis of depression. This position is
rooted in Blatt’s broader theory of personality development, which
conceives psychopathology as a gradual deviation from the normal
dialectical interaction between two fundamental developmental lines
(i.e., the interpersonal and self-definition lines). Given such a
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continuous view on depression, one would indeed expect to find lin-
ear associations between factors that may create a vulnerability to
depression (e.g., controlling parenting) and depressive symptoms.

Given the maladaptive outcomes associated with DPC and APC
in this study, one may wonder about a more positive alternative to
these expressions of psychological control. Conceptually speaking,
the opposite of psychologically controlling parenting is autonomy-
supportive parenting (Grolnick, 2003). Instead of pressuring chil-
dren into activities and aspirations that fit with parents’ own agenda,
autonomy-supportive parents would take their children’s perspec-
tive, allow choices whenever possible, and refrain from controlling
language (Grolnick, 2003). Research has shown that autonomy-sup-
portive parenting yields numerous benefits in terms of children’s
well-being and adaptive behavior. Yet the potential role of parental
autonomy support as a protective factor against (adolescent) de-
pression remains understudied. Thus, future research would do well
to simultaneously examine parental autonomy support and the do-
mains of psychological control to further our understanding of the
relations among these constructs and their differential relations to
susceptibility to depression.

Limitations

A number of limitations of this series of studies should be noted.
First and foremost, the evidence for the differential antecedents and
outcomes of DPC and APC reported here is cross-sectional in na-
ture. Longitudinal research is needed to examine these presumed
processes in a more dynamic fashion and, in particular, to allow for a
more appropriate test of the causal ordering of the study constructs
assumed in this model.

A second limitation is the use of self-reports to measure DPC and
APC. Although the validity of the DAPCS was shown using both
adolescent and parent reports, some of the findings obtained within
each of the studies may be attenuated by shared method variance.
Future studies may simultaneously include parent and adolescents
reports of DPC and APC and use the variance shared by both types
of reports as a more valid assessment of DPC and APC (e.g., So-
enens et al., 2006). The inclusion of both parents and adolescents
into a single study may also allow researchers to examine whether
parental features such as dependency/separation anxiety and self-
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criticism/perfectionism are transmitted from one generation to the
next through the effects of DPC and APC (Besser & Priel, 2005;
Elliot & Thrash, 2004; Soenens, Elliot, et al., 2005). In addition,
studies may include additional sources of information to measure
both the antecedents (e.g., partner reports of separation anxiety and
perfectionism) and outcomes (e.g., clinician or teacher ratings of in-
ternalizing problems) of DPC and APC.

Third, we examined our hypotheses in relatively homogeneous
samples of well-educated and White adolescents and parents. A spe-
cific concern in Study 2 is the high educational level of parents,
which is a likely consequence of the recruitment procedure used in
that study. As such, the generalizability of our findings to samples
that are more diverse in terms of socioeconomic status, educational
background, and ethnicity remains to be examined. Comparisons of
our findings with those obtained in nations with a different family
culture are of particular importance. On the basis of the mounting
evidence that psychologically controlling parenting forecasts adverse
developmental outcomes in nations across the globe (Wang, Pome-
rantz, & Chen, 2007), we anticipate that, in spite of possible mean-
level differences in terms of DPC and APC, the effects and dynamics
associated with both expressions of psychological control may gen-
eralize across cultures. Additionally, given that the means on the
DPC and APC scales were quite low in the current samples of nor-
mal adolescents and parents, future research may examine the effects
of DPC and APC in clinical samples. This would allow one to ex-
amine (a) whether scores on the domains of psychological control
are elevated in clinical samples and (b) whether the structural rela-
tions between the domains of psychological control, dependency,
self-criticism, and severity of psychopathology apply to samples with
elevated levels of psychological control. On the basis of extant re-
search (e.g., Soenens et al., 2008), we expect a high level of similarity
in the structural relations obtained with clinical and nonclinical
samples.

Conclusion

On the basis of Blatt’s (2004) theory of personality development, we
tested the idea that psychological control can center around two
distinct yet fundamental issues, that is, (a) issues of relatedness, sep-
aration, and parent–child distance, and (b) issues of achievement,
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performance, and perfection. Parents’ use of psychological control in
these two domains is differentially related to features of parents’ own
personality functioning. Moreover, although parents’ use of psycho-
logical control in both domains may render adolescents vulnerable
to internalizing problems and to depressive symptoms in particular,
they seem to do so along distinct developmental pathways.
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