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ABSTRACT

The increasing use of the Internet has raised concerns about
its problematic use, particularly among emerging adults who
grew up in a highly digitalized world. Helicopter parenting,
characterized by excessive involvement, overcontrol, and de-
velopmentally inappropriate behavior, has been identified as a
potential factor contributing to problematic Internet use (PIU).
Under these circumstances, considering that emerging adults
navigate their adult lives and strive to reduce their sense of being
in-between, implicit emotion regulation strategies, such as de-
fense mechanisms, may help comprehend PIU. The present
questionnaire-based study investigated the associations between
maternal and paternal helicopter parenting and PIU through de-
fensive functioning among a community sample of 401 cisgen-
der emerging adults (71.82% females; 82.04% heterosexuals;
M,,=24.85, SD=2.52) living in Italy. About one-fourth (25.19%)
reported PIU. Greater maternal, B=0.904, SE=0.235, p<.001,
but not paternal, B=0.343, SE=0.188, p=.068, helicopter parent-
ing was significantly associated with PIU through a less mature
defensive functioning. Conversely, neither maternal, B=1.158,
SE=0.722, p=.109, nor paternal, B=0.355, SE=0.731, p=.628,
helicopter parenting had a direct association with PIU. The re-
sults suggest the importance for psychotherapists to incorporate
individuals’ defense mechanisms and parent—child relationship
history when designing tailored interventions for effective treat-
ment of PIU. This emphasis is crucial because, in the context of
a developmentally appropriate parenting style, relying on more
mature defenses after psychotherapeutic intervention can lead
to healthier adjustment among emerging adults.

Key words: problematic Internet use, Internet, defense mecha-
nisms, emerging adulthood, helicopter parenting.

Introduction

Globally, over five billion individuals use the Internet, com-
prising 63.1% of the world’s population. Out of this figure, social
media users account for 4.7 billion individuals, representing 59%
of the global population (Statista, 2023). As of July 2022, in Italy,
where this study was conducted, 54,798,299 individuals used the
Internet (90.8% penetration rate), accounting for 7.3% of Euro-
pean users (Internet World Stats, 2023). Alongside the rise in In-
ternet use, there have been growing concerns regarding
problematic use across various domains, such as video gaming,
social media, web-streaming, pornography consumption, and on-
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line shopping. Available evidence suggests that problematic In-
ternet use (PIU) might result in significant psychological, social,
school and/or work difficulties (Beard & Wolf, 2001).

Interestingly, there is no consensus on the definition and con-
ceptualization of PIU. A first definition identified PIU as a psy-
chological addiction to the Internet accompanied by loss of control
over online time: this perspective does not consider hypothetical
correspondences with compulsive behaviors (e.g., Gdmez-Guadix
et al., 2013). An alternative perspective posited that the Internet
medium is not inherently problematic but rather the various ap-
plications and activities it enables. In this view, PIU is character-
ized as a pattern of compulsive Internet use (e.g., Griffiths, 2000).
In this line, Griffiths and colleagues (2016) uncovered an essential
distinction between addiction to the Internet and addictions on the
Internet, differentiating between generalized PIU and specific In-
ternet use (i.e., gaming, shopping). A third perspective drew at-
tention to the similarities between PIU and addictive behaviors
regarding their effects on overall adaptation and introduced the
concept of “Internet addiction” (e.g., Young, 1998). Finally, a
fourth contribution conceptualized PIU primarily as a misuse of
Internet applications, particularly Internet gaming (for a discus-
sion, see Anderson et al., 2017; Spada, 2014). Further on, the last
edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Dis-
orders (DSM-5-TR; American Psychiatric Association, 2022) fea-
tures an Internet Gaming Disorder within the “Conditions for
Further Study,” whereas the International Classification of Dis-
eases (ICD-11; World Health Organization, 2019) includes both
a Gaming disorder, predominantly online, and a Gambling disor-
der, predominantly online, under the Disorders due to addictive
behaviors category.

Despite differences in terminology, there seems to be a con-
sensus that PIU is related to several negative consequences for
everyday functioning, interpersonal relationships, and emotional
well-being (e.g., Aboujaoude, 2010; Benzi et al., 2023; Fontana
et al., 2022, 2023; Schimmenti et al., 2021; Spada, 2014). In ad-
dition, features of PIU are like symptoms shown by those suffer-
ing from substance-related addictions, including unpredictable
behaviors and mood fluctuations (Ko et al., 2009; Kuss et al.,
2013). Yet, the line between Internet use and misuse is noticeably
being overstepped. While caution should be exercised in pathol-
ogizing Internet behaviors, widespread literature identifies Inter-
net addiction as an independent disorder and suggests
interventions to treat it (e.g., Aboujaoude, 2010; Andrade ef al.,
2022; Kuss & Lopez-Fernandez, 2016; Zajac et al., 2017).

A further consequence of challenges in defining PIU thresh-
olds and assessment methodologies reflects the many discrepan-
cies regarding its prevalence in different populations (1.0-9.0%,
among adolescents; 6.0-35.0%, among college students) and ge-
ographical areas (e.g., 0.7-1.0%, in Italy, in Norway and the
United States; 2.0-18.0%, in the Asian regions) (Kuss & Lopez-
Fernandez, 2016; Pettorruso et al., 2020). More recently, estimates
indicate that PIU is increasingly growing among emerging adults,
especially after the COVID-19 pandemic (Kamolthip et al., 2022):
data highlight a wide-ranging prevalence from 4% to 43.8%
(Burkauskas et al., 2022).

Emerging adulthood (18-29 years) is a relevant period to be
examined when studying PIU. The challenges during this phase
of life, including committing to romantic relationships, starting a
family, pursuing higher education, living independently, or resid-
ing with family (Amett, 2000), may trigger PIU as a coping mech-
anism (Pettorruso et al., 2020). Furthermore, Internet use has
become a norm among emerging adults in contemporary society.
This is particularly true for those who belong to the first genera-
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tion of individuals to grow up alongside adolescents in a highly
digitalized world. It follows that an in-depth understanding of the
underlying mechanisms of PIU might generate fruitful indications
for a comprehensive approach to psychological intervention in
emerging adulthood.

Helicopter parenting and problematic Internet use

The concept of helicopter parenting was initially introduced
in 1990 to depict how parents figuratively hover over their chil-
dren, akin to helicopters, always ready to swoop in and save them
from disappointments and difficult situations (Cline & Fay, 1990).
By doing this, parents convey to their children the belief that they
are unable to overcome challenges on their own and constantly
require protection from the dangers of the world. In this vein, de-
spite its well-meaning intentions, helicopter parenting identifies
a form of excessively involved, overly controlling, and develop-
mentally inappropriate parenting (Nelson et a/., 2020; Padilla-
Walker & Nelson, 2012).

Arnett’s (2000; Arnett, 2007) contribution to the concept of
emerging adulthood highlights key developmental characteristics
that demonstrate why helicopter parenting may lead to psycho-
logical difficulties among emerging adults. Emerging adults re-
quire the freedom to make decisions and develop their identities,
reduce their feelings of being in-between, and focus on personal
growth. However, when parents engage in helicopter parenting
behaviors, such as excessive control, monitoring, and decision-
making on behalf of their children, it impedes the independence
and autonomy necessary for a successful transition into adulthood
(Arnett, 2007).

Earlier studies investigating the link between higher levels of
helicopter parenting and adverse behavioral outcomes have indi-
cated a greater likelihood of engaging in risky behaviors such as
gambling, self-harm, illegal drug use, and cigarette smoking
(Romm et al., 2020), increased use of medication for anxiety and
depression (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011), and increased sexual
risk-taking behaviors, poor dietary choices, and decreased phys-
ical activity (Macias, 2019) among emerging adults. Nevertheless,
there is limited understanding of whether helicopter parenting is
linked to PIU in emerging adults.

Indeed, excessive Internet use could be a coping mechanism
employed to avoid family conflicts (Beard, 2005) driven by a de-
sire to alleviate negative emotions by dissociating oneself from
reality (Musetti ef al., 2022; Peele, 1985); similarly, helicopter
parenting behaviors are often associated with offspring’s negative
emotions (e.g., Love et al., 2020; Perez et al., 2020). In addition,
considering PIU, a study revealed that hostile parenting con-
tributes to searching for ways to escape negative emotions, even-
tually resulting in internet gaming addiction (Kwon et al., 2011).
Therefore, it is plausible that emerging adults may also use the
Internet to escape their parents’ overparenting behaviors. Given
the few studies specifically focused on helicopter parenting and
PIU, and the negative effects highlighted by previous studies on
similar parenting styles (e.g., parental involvement) (e.g., Liu et
al., 2022; Toth-Kiraly et al., 2021), there is the need to explore
this association further.

Of note, it cannot be excluded that parental gender might in-
fluence the relationship between helicopter parenting and PIU dif-
ferently, as previous research shows that mothers exhibit more
helicopter parenting behaviors than fathers both from a perception
of parents (Rousseau & Scharf, 2015) and their children (Hong
& Cui, 2020; Komiircii-Akik & Alsancak-Akbulut, 2021; Wang
et al., 2021). This pattern might result from the distinct ways
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mothers and fathers have been socialized as females and males
concerning parenting, with mothers having higher levels of par-
ticipation with their children regarding direct connection, acces-
sibility, and responsibility than fathers (Renk et al., 2003).
However, whether helicopter parenting by mothers and fathers
has a different impact on PIU has not been investigated thus far.

Emerging adults’ defensive functioning
as a mediating mechanism

Emotion regulation skills are vital when pursuing a more in-
dependent lifestyle and transitioning into adulthood (Vaillant,
1977). Indeed, research has revealed a positive association be-
tween helicopter parenting and emotional dysregulation in emerg-
ing adults (e.g., Cui et al., 2019a; Cui et al., 2019b). Moreover,
given that helicopter parenting undermines critical self-regulatory
processes such as emotion regulation, this parenting style could
impact other outcomes that require appropriately developed self-
regulatory skills, such as addictive or problematic Internet use.

Individuals use explicit and implicit emotion regulation strate-
gies to manage their emotions by altering their intensity, duration,
and type (Braunstein et al., 2017; Gyurak ez al., 2011). While ex-
plicit emotion regulation requires conscious effort, implicit emo-
tion regulation is an effortless, ongoing process that occurs
unconsciously. Both are essential for maintaining psychological
well-being, but research suggests that implicit emotion regulation
may be even more critical than explicit emotion regulation (Gyu-
rak et al., 2011). Defense mechanisms are one way to regulate
emotions implicitly. They are automatic, unconscious psycholog-
ical processes that help individuals cope with internal conflicts
and stressful situations (Cramer, 2015; Freud, 1984). According
to this perspective, defense mechanisms are cognitive tactics used
to protect oneself from excessive anxiety or other negative emo-
tions and prevent a decrease in self-esteem and self-integration
(Cramer, 2008). Defense mechanisms range from maladaptive de-
fenses (e.g., acting out or passive aggression) to highly adaptive
defenses (e.g., humor and altruism; Perry, 1990; Vaillant et al.,
1986) and operate along a continuum.

Given their dynamic nature (Cramer, 1987; MacGregor &
Olson, 2005; Vaillant, 1971; Vaillant, 2020), people are likely to
use an extensive range of defense mechanisms, though each per-
son tends to have a repertoire of defenses, depending on their psy-
chological development and personality traits (Cramer, 2015;
Perry & Bond, 2012). Using mature defenses can reduce negative
emotions and limit an individual’s awareness of stressful factors
while enabling reflection and taking action to resolve conflicts.
In contrast, when mature or middle-adaptive defenses prove inef-
fective or are unavailable, individuals may resort to less adaptive
(i.e., immature) defense mechanisms (Cramer, 2015; Vaillant,
1977). In the context of helicopter parenting, it is reasonable that
emerging adults who have adapted to a repeated experience where
their parents took care of their every responsibility, anticipated
problem solving, opposed risk-taking, were preoccupied with their
success and happiness, and resisted their development of auton-
omy (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012), are less likely to have de-
veloped more adaptive defenses.

However, it remains to be examined whether emerging adults
are more likely to develop and use immature defense because of
helicopter parenting and whether this is associated with more PIU.
Previous research has mostly focused on explicit regulation strate-
gies, indicating that a parenting style that is over-controlling and
autonomy-discouraging (i.e., higher helicopter parenting behav-
iors) might prevent offspring from encountering and successfully
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coping with adversity, thereby depriving them of experiences that
foster healthy emotion processing (e.g., Love et al., 2022; Simsir
Gokalp, 2022; Siisen et al., 2022). Similarly, the few research that
has examined the association of addictive behaviors with the use
of defense mechanisms pointed to a positive association with im-
mature defensive strategies.

For instance, research has shown that gambling is associated
with a significant decrease in mature defenses and an increase in
immature defense mechanisms (Ciobotaru & Clinciu, 2022; Com-
ings et al., 1995). Similarly, recent findings suggest that immature
and autistic defense mechanisms may contribute to problematic
mobile phone use (PMPU) in adults, as they may serve as a means
of escaping anxiety and stress (Kalaitzaki et al., 2022). Some stud-
ies have suggested an association between immature defenses and
PIU, such as projection, denial, autistic fantasy, passive aggres-
sion, and displacement (Waqas et al., 2016; Laconi et al., 2017;
Vally et al., 2020). These findings emphasize that individuals who
exhibit PIU may have limited psychological and intrapsychic re-
sources to cope with life difficulties. However, little is still known
about the impact of parenting behaviors on immature defense
mechanisms and PIU.

Present study

Based on the literature discussed above, the present study
aimed at investigating the link between helicopter parenting and
PIU by considering the role of defensive functioning in emerg-
ing adults. Also, taking into account previous evidence that
mothers tend to exhibit more helicopter parenting than fathers
(Hong & Cui, 2020; Wang et al., 2021; Komiircii-Akik & Al-
sancak-Akbulut, 2021; Rousseau & Scharf, 2015), the study ex-
amined whether both mothers’ and fathers’ helicopter parenting
were associated with PIU. Specifically, it was hypothesized that
defensive functioning would serve as a mediating mechanism,
wherein emerging adults who reported higher levels of helicop-
ter parenting would show less mature defensive functioning,
which, in turn, would be associated with increased levels of PIU.
As no previous research has investigated the distinct associations
between maternal and paternal helicopter parenting and PIU
through defensive functioning, no gender differences hypotheses
were formulated beforehand.

Methods

Participants and procedure

A non-probability community sample of 401 cisgender
emerging adult Internet users (M=24.85, SD=2.52; age range: 18-
29 years) participated, of whom 288 (71.82%) identified as fe-
males. More than one-fifth (n=329, 82.04%) reported a
heterosexual orientation, with the remaining identifying as
gay/lesbian (n=38, 9.48%) or bisexual (n=34, 8.48%). All resided
in Italy and spoke Italian fluently; almost all (n=392, 97.76%)
were Italian citizens. The large majority (n=313, 78.06%) were
students, with the remaining 75 (18.70%) being employed and 13
(3.24%) being unemployed. In terms of educational level, 5.49%
(n=22) had a PhD or post-hoc specialization, 43.64% (n=175) had
a master’s degree, 36.16% (n=145) had a bachelor’s degree, and
14.71% (n=59) had a high school diploma. Regarding their socio-
economic status, the minority reported a low income (n=36,
8.98%), about one-fourth (n=97, 24.19%) reported a lower-middle
income, almost half (=187, 46.63%) reported an upper-middle
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income, and the remaining 20.20% (n=81) reported a high in-
come. Finally, more than half of the sample (#=219, 54.61%) lived
with their parent(s), 83 (20.70%) lived alone, 56 (13.97%) lived
with their friends, 38 (9.48%) cohabited, and 5 (1.25%) lived with
their relatives.

Voluntary participation was emphasized among all study par-
ticipants, and measures were taken to ensure privacy and
anonymity through the survey design. Participants were recruited
using snowballing techniques (i.e., word-of-mouth and sharing
the research link on social networks). They were asked to com-
plete the questionnaires through access to Qualtrics platform after
reading and accepting the informed consent online.

Measures
Problematic Internet use

The Internet Addiction Test (IAT; Young, 1998; Italian ver-
sion, Ferraro et al., 2006) was administered to assess PIU. The
IAT is a self-report questionnaire that includes 20 items (e.g.,
“How often do you try to hide how long you’ve been online?”’)
rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5
(always). 1AT total scores range from 20 to 100, with a total score
>50 indicating a problematic use. In the present study, the Cron-
bach’s o was .89.

Helicopter parenting

The Helicopter Parenting Instrument (HPI; Odenweller et al.,
2014; Italian validation by Pistella ez al., 2020) is a 15-item scale
used to measure subjects’ perception of helicopter parenting (e.g.,
“My parent supervised my every move growing up” and “My par-
ent often stepped in to solve life problems for me”). Responses
are provided on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely dis-
agree) to 7 (completely agree), with higher scores indicating
higher levels of helicopter parenting. In the current study, each
participant completed this scale twice — once per their mother and
once for their father. Cronbach’s alpha was .80 for maternal heli-
copter parenting and .77 for paternal helicopter parenting.

Defensive functioning

Defensive functioning was examined through the Defense
Mechanisms Rating Scales-Self-Report-30 (DMRS-SR-30; Di
Giuseppe et al., 2020a; Prout et al., 2022), a 30-item self-report
which assesses the hierarchy of defense mechanisms as described
in the DSM-IV and developed in the Defense Mechanisms Rating
Scale model (DMRS; Perry, 1990; Perry & Henry, 2004). DMRS-
SR-30 items were created from the original DMRS (Perry, 1990),
adapted for self-report, and rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 0
(not at all) to 4 (very often/much). The DMRS-SR-30 yields mul-
tiple levels of scoring: an index of defensive maturity (Overall
Defensive Functioning, ODF), a score for each of the three de-
fense categories and two subcategories (a score for seven defen-
sive levels, and a score for 28 defense mechanisms, all in
hierarchical order). The present study used the ODF score, with
higher scores indicating higher defensive functioning. Cronbach’s
awas 91.

Data analyses

We conducted all analyses in R (R Core Team, 2021) and
interpreted significant effects at p<.05. We used the interquartile
range method to identify outliers, but no outliers were found.
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We checked data distribution using skewness and kurtosis val-
ues: all study variables fell within acceptable values for skew-
ness (£2) and kurtosis (£7) (West et al., 1995), indicating that
the data were normally distributed. Using descriptive statistics,
we presented percentages, means, and standard deviations of the
variables included in the mediation model (i.e., PIU, helicopter
parenting by mothers, helicopter parenting by fathers, and de-
fensive functioning).

To assess potential gender differences in PIU and defensive
functioning, we performed two analyses of variance
(ANOVAs). Also, given the nested data structure regarding
helicopter parenting (i.e., the same participant reporting both
maternal and paternal helicopter parenting) we ran one mixed
model. In addition, we conducted Pearson’s correlations be-
tween participants’ age and study variables. We included them
as covariates in the following analysis if they were signifi-
cantly associated with one or more study variables. To test the
mediational hypothesis, we ran one mediation model with or-
dinary least square (OLS) regression (using R mediation pack-
age) and computed 95% confidence intervals with bootstrap
percentiles and 5,000 resamples, following Hayes’s (2017) rec-
ommendations.

Results

Preliminary analyses

Out of the 401 participants, 101 (25.19%) emerging adults
fell in the range for a moderate to severe level of PIU (score
>50). A preliminary mixed model indicated, on average, higher
scores of helicopter parenting by mothers than by fathers, esti-
mate =-0.435, SE=.051, p<.001. Regarding gender differences,
male participants reported higher mean scores of PIU,
F(1,399)=10.529, p=.001, n?,=0.026, relative to female partici-
pants (M=44.982, SD=12.734; M=40.969, SD=10.456, respec-
tively). Conversely, male and female participants showed similar
mean scores of overall defensive functioning, /(1,399)=0.079,
p=178,7°,<0.001 (M=5.077, SD=.479; M=5.092, SD=0.451, re-
spectively). Likewise, there were no significant gender differ-
ences either in helicopter parenting by mothers (males:
M=3.527, SD=0.967; females: M=3.536, SD=0.889) or in heli-
copter parenting by fathers (males: M=3.192, SD=0.818; fe-
males: M=3.061, SD=0.889), Wilks’A(2, 250)=0.995, p=.336,
1?,=0.005.

Pearson’s r correlations highlighted a significant, albeit
small, positive associations between PIU and helicopter parent-
ing by mothers, 7(399)=.198, p<.001, and fathers, 7(399)=.132,
p=-008. Moreover, higher PIU was associated with less mature
overall defensive functioning, 7(399)=-.319, p<.001, while more
mature overall defensive functioning was associated with lower
levels of helicopter parenting by mothers, 7(399)=-.302, p<.001.
A significant, small, negative association was found between
mature overall defensive functioning and helicopter parenting
by fathers, 7(399)=-.190, p<.001. Also, helicopter parenting by
mothers and fathers were positively associated, 7(399)=.344,
p<.001. Finally, younger participants reported lower PIU,
7(399)=-.122, p=.015, lower helicopter parenting by mothers,
7(399)=-.141, p=.005, and more mature overall defensive func-
tioning, 7(399)=.129, p=.010. Participants’ age was not signifi-
cantly associated with helicopter parenting by fathers,
7(399)=-.097, p=.051. Table 1 displays significant and nonsignif-

icant associations.
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Problematic Internet use and helicopter parenting:
defensive functioning as a mediating mechanism

One mediation model was run with helicopter parenting by
mothers and helicopter parenting by fathers as predictors, overall
defensive functioning as a mediator, and PIU as an outcome.
Given the significant association between participants’ age and
PIU, and gender differences in PIU, age and gender were entered
as covariates. The results indicated that the indirect association
between mothers’ helicopter parenting and PIU through overall
defensive functioning was significant, while for fathers” helicopter
parenting such indirect association was not significant. Specifi-
cally, emerging adults reporting higher levels of helicopter par-
enting by mothers also showed a less mature overall defensive
functioning, which, in turn, was associated with greater PIU. Nei-
ther maternal helicopter parenting nor paternal helicopter parent-
ing were directly associated with emerging adults’ PIU. Overall,
the full model explained 15% of the variance (p<.001). Figure 1
displays a graphical representation of the model, with estimates
of each path.

Discussion

The present study identified helicopter parenting and defen-
sive functioning as factors involved in PIU among emerging
adults. Although neither maternal nor paternal helicopter parent-

ing were directly linked to PIU, higher levels of helicopter par-
enting by mothers, but not by fathers, were significantly associ-
ated with Internet use through a less mature overall defensive
functioning. This result aligns with the sex-role theory, according
to which mothers and fathers play distinct roles in the lives of their
offspring resulting in certain disparities in developmental out-
comes, with mothers being more likely to be overinvolved in their
offspring’s everyday life than fathers (Renk et al., 2003). In this
vein, the present study suggests that such maternal overinvolve-
ment may also be related to PIU in emerging adults through their
reliance on less mature defensive functioning.

Regarding the significant mediated relation found, very little
is known about the link between defenses development and spe-
cific parenting styles (e.g., Cramer, 1991; Di Giuseppe ef al.,
2020b; Malberg et al., 2017). That premised, a psychodynamic
perspective on the consequences of helicopter parenting by moth-
ers for emerging adults’ defensive development may help interpret
the results. It is reasonable that in a relationship with a helicopter
mother, the emerging adult has internalized the idea that the only
way to preserve the bond with their mother is to leave room for
her. While such a “pathological accommodation” (Brandchaft,
1993) operates on an unconscious level to preserve a necessary
connection, especially when it has been perceived as fragile and
inconsistent and can provide a sense of comfort to a growing
child, the developmental demands arising during emerging adult-
hood can challenge this pattern. In fact, should the emerging adult
feel tight in the relationship with their helicopter mother and ex-

Table 1. Mean scores, standard deviations, and Pearson’s correlations among emerging adults’ problematic internet use, maternal and
paternal helicopter parenting, overall defensive functioning, and age (N=401).

1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD
1. Problematic Internet use 1.00 42.100 11.275
2. Maternal helicopter parenting 198k 1.00 3.533 0.910
3. Paternal helicopter parenting 132%%* 344x%* 1.00 3.098 0.871
4. Overall defensive functioning -319*** -.302%** - 190%** 1.00 5.088 0.458
5. Age -.122% - 1471%* -.097 129* 1.00 24.848 2.520
SD, standard deviation. *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.
Maternal helicopter )
H fl= 1 158
parenting P SE= 0,72
""""""" 2= 1
.
Overall defensive b:B=-6.674, SE=1.078, p < 001 Problematic
. functioning - Internet use
'_"st _____ e >
‘_‘,,-"—“11 B
. e
Paternal helicopter s o
pareaiing —’m.'-“‘ e ';B;-()BS‘S-SE_U

B, unstandardized betas. Dashed lines indicate non-significant associations.

al*b: B=0.904, SE=0.235, p<.001. a2*b: B=0.343, SE=0.188, p=.068. The mediational analysis was controlled for participants’ age, B=-0.426, SE=0.213, p=.046, and gender,
B=4.223, SE=1.180, p<.001. Total effect (c1) for maternal helicopter parenting: B=2.028, SE=0.636, p=.001. Total effect (c2) for paternal helicopter parenting: B=0.675,
SE=0.664, p=.309.

Figure 1. Mediation of overall defensive functioning in the association between maternal and paternal helicopter parenting, and prob-
lematic Internet use in emerging adulthood (N=401).
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press the wish to cope alone with their own experience, they may
find themselves ill-equipped for mature defenses to alleviate po-
tential distress and conflicts encountered in their daily life or even
caused by the mother-emerging adult relationship.

A complementary interpretation is that emerging adults with
a history of helicopter parenting have unconsciously adopted their
mothers’ views and feelings at their own expense. As a result, hel-
icopter parenting may implicitly make them feel like their mother
believes them incapable of dealing with stressors autonomously.
Over time, an offspring who has been protected from threat to an
unnecessary or excessive degree likely have developed a repre-
sentation of self as someone unable to overcome threats without
maternal assistance and a representation of the other (i.e., the
mother) as someone who is solicited to step in on their behalf to
manage stress and conflict. These representations may parallel the
development of a less mature defensive functioning, which orig-
inates in adaptation and is shaped by experience, particularly by
early relationships with the primary caregiver (typically the
mother in heterosexual two-parent families). Under these circum-
stances, although potentially problematic, the Internet promises
an alternative place to the mother-emerging adult relationship
where emerging adults can master the (virtual) reality and regulate
negative feelings, although maladaptively.

Of relevance, this was the first investigation of defensive
functioning (i.e., the implicit side of emotion regulation) as a me-
diating mechanism of the relation between helicopter parenting
and PIU, whereas previous studies considered explicit emotion
regulation strategies (i.e., coping) (Love et al., 2022; Simsir
Gokalp, 2022; Siisen et al., 2022). Indeed, as social media and
other digital devices may initially be used as a way to alleviate
negative emotions (Pettorruso et al., 2020), a lack of appropriate
emotional regulation skills (developed as a result of overprotective
parenting), might foster emerging adults’ using media as a means
of coping with negative emotions. Over time, this behavior can
become habitual and lead to addiction as they increasingly rely
on this escape mechanism. In this study, we highlight that em-
ploying emotional regulation strategies may not be a conscious
choice but rather stem from implicit mechanisms, such as defense
mechanisms. What is problematic is not the escape behavior from
the helicopter parents per se (Pettorruso et al., 2020) as the psychic
configuration underlying such behavior. Thus, defensive function-
ing as a significant mediating mechanism should be situated
within the interpretation of the Internet as a psychic retreat
(Schimmenti & Caretti, 2010; Steiner, 1993).

During emerging adulthood, autonomy and independence are
crucial for healthy development and behavior. This study proposes
that Internet use may fulfill several functions that aid in escaping
from maternal parenting that is excessively involved, overly con-
trolling, and developmentally inappropriate (Amichai-Hamburger,
2002; Nelson et al., 2020; Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). In ad-
dition, the characteristics of the Internet, such as anonymity, com-
plete control over the technological tool facilitating interaction,
and physical distance between communicating individuals, may
enable the counteraction of strong emotional stress and promote
withdrawal into specific areas of the mind that foster feelings of
omnipotence and the emergence of weakly explored self-states
(Schimmenti & Caretti, 2010).

Four levels of immature defenses exist: minor image-distort-
ing (e.g., devaluation, idealization, omnipotence), disavowal (e.g.,
denial, projection, rationalization, autistic fantasy), major image-
distorting (e.g., projective identification, splitting of self-image,
splitting of other’s image), and action (e.g., acting out, help-re-
jecting complaining, passive aggression) (Di Giuseppe et al.,
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2020b; Perry, 1990; Prout et al., 2022). Therefore, in this study
context, it is reasonable that less mature defensive functioning can
manifest in various forms, including a withdrawal from reality
through online activities (autistic fantasy), a self-image construc-
tion for online social networking platforms (idealization, splitting
of self-image), a displacement of rigidity experienced in the rela-
tion with their helicopter mother into the online setting expressed
right through a certain rigidity in online activities (projective iden-
tification, acting out), the connection with a communicative part-
ner that can be turned on or off based on the subject’s wish
(omnipotence) conversely to what happens when the helicopter
mother is physically present.

Even though the present study has generated novel insights
regarding links between helicopter parenting, defensive function-
ing, and PIU, several limitations should be considered when in-
terpreting its findings. First, as with many studies in the field, the
use of a convenience sample comprising cisgender, mainly fe-
male, heterosexual, and student, emerging adults, coupled with
the non-probability sampling method, limit the generalizability
and representativity of the results. Future research should recruit
a more diverse sample to increase the results generalizability to
the entire population of emerging adults, who include both stu-
dents and employees and may thus prioritize, and cope with, the
normative challenges brought by this developmental period dif-
ferently. In this vein, a future larger sample would also allow to
examine in more depth whether the mediated relation we found
differ across genders and the different age groups, given that both
variables significantly weighted on the associations analyzed.

As a second limitation, the cross-sectional design limits the
potential to establish causality and introduces the possibility of
reverse causation. Although previous research pointed to a linear
direction from helicopter parenting to PIU (Love et al., 2022;
Simgir Gokalp, 2022; Siisen et al., 2022) and defensive function-
ing is reasonably shaped also by parenting (Cramer, 1991; Mal-
berg et al., 2017), future longitudinal studies are needed to
confirm the temporal order of the processes. In addition, this study
used self-report questionnaires exclusively, known to have poten-
tial biases (such as social desirability and difficulty with memory
recall). While the measures used are widely employed in research
and have demonstrated good psychometric properties, it is possi-
ble that a multimethod assessment of the study variables would
have yielded more valid and reliable findings. Additionally, the
DMRS-SR-30 only assessed the conscious aspect of defenses that
individuals could report about themselves. However, the ODF
score employed in this study showed excellent reliability consis-
tent with previous validation studies (Di Giuseppe ef al., 2020a;
Prout et al., 2022). Finally, given that about one-fourth of partic-
ipants reported moderate to severe levels of PIU, future research
should include a larger clinical group of emerging adults with PIU
to compare and expand upon our findings and provide further in-
sights across different levels of Internet use severity.

Examining defensive functioning as a mediating mechanism
of the relation between helicopter parenting and PIU has essential
treatment implications as it helps explain the inner motives un-
derlying Internet use. In this vein, the results suggest the impor-
tance for psychotherapists to incorporate individuals’ defense
mechanisms and parent—hild relationship history when designing
tailored interventions for effective treatment of PIU (Carone et
al., 2023). This focus is crucial because, in the context of a devel-
opmentally appropriate parenting style, the reliance on more ma-
ture defenses after psychotherapeutic intervention can lead to
healthier adjustment among emerging adults (Di Riso et al., 2011;
2015; Perry & Bond, 2012; Prout et al., 2019).
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Similarly, a refuge on the Internet has been interpreted so far
mainly as a defense from non-responsive or neglecting parents
who do not facilitate their offspring in mentalizing their intolera-
ble affects (Lingiardi, 2008; Musetti et al., 2020; Schimmenti &
Caretti, 2010). The present study emphasizes that Internet may
configure a psychic retreat (Steiner, 1993) also for individuals
with helicopter parents, especially mothers, who push the bound-
aries of the relationship stepping into their offspring’s lives to
manage their problems. Under these circumstances, treating PIU
in emerging adults who are transitioning into adulthood and must
deal with new developmental tasks, including eventually forming
their own family and having children, may prevent the intergen-
erational transmission of helicopter parenting through maladaptive
defense mechanisms.

Further preventive treatment may consider the developmental
roots of helicopter parenting and PIU, which likely originate be-
fore emerging adulthood (e.g., in adolescence; Anderson et al.,
2017). In this vein, psychotherapists working with Internet ad-
dicted-adolescents and their helicopter mothers can explore the
intergenerational history of these parents. For example, it can be
hypothesized that if parents have not achieved autonomy in their
family of origin, they may feel intensely and disproportionately
responsible for their offspring, regardless of their developmental
stage, and project anxiety onto their offspring through control-
ling- and autonomy-limiting parenting behavior. In parallel, psy-
chotherapists might help these offspring understand that their
behaviors, including seeking refuge in the digital world, might
trigger their parents’ behaviors in a vicious cycle.

Conclusions

In conclusion, more in-depth future studies examining both
further family-related variables (e.g., attachment; Cacioppo et al.,
2019; Musetti et al., 2022) and individual variables (e.g., psy-
chopathology, personality; Laconi ez al., 2017; Vally et al., 2020),
as well as defensive profiles, in problematic Internet users will
provide psychotherapists with fine-grained tools for distinguishing
dissimilar expressions of psychic retreats, accurately assessing,
and eventually treating Internet addictions.
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