
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=vach20

Download by: [Santa Clara University] Date: 27 November 2016, At: 23:54

Journal of American College Health

ISSN: 0744-8481 (Print) 1940-3208 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/vach20

Permissive parenting and mental health in
college students: Mediating effects of academic
entitlement

Alison L. Barton PhD & Jameson K. Hirsch PhD

To cite this article: Alison L. Barton PhD & Jameson K. Hirsch PhD (2016) Permissive parenting
and mental health in college students: Mediating effects of academic entitlement, Journal of
American College Health, 64:1, 1-8, DOI: 10.1080/07448481.2015.1060597

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2015.1060597

Accepted author version posted online: 07
Jul 2015.
Published online: 07 Jul 2015.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1197

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 4 View citing articles 

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=vach20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/vach20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/07448481.2015.1060597
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2015.1060597
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=vach20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=vach20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07448481.2015.1060597
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07448481.2015.1060597
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07448481.2015.1060597&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2015-07-07
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07448481.2015.1060597&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2015-07-07
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/07448481.2015.1060597#tabModule
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/07448481.2015.1060597#tabModule


MAJOR ARTICLE

Permissive parenting and mental health in college students: Mediating effects of
academic entitlement

Alison L. Barton, PhDa, and Jameson K. Hirsch, PhDb

aDepartment of Teaching and Learning, East Tennessee State University, Johnson City, Tennessee, USA; bDepartment of Psychology, East
Tennessee State University, Johnson City, Tennessee, USA

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 20 August 2014
Revised 23 March 2015
Accepted 28 May 2015

ABSTRACT
Objective: Student mental health may suffer due to unreasonable expectations associated with
academic entitlement; permissive parenting may be one source of these expectations. The authors
examined the role of academic entitlement as a mediator of the relationship between permissive
parenting and psychological functioning. Participants: Participants were 524 undergraduate
students at a single institution (52% female; age range D 18–22). Data collection was completed in
May 2011. Methods: Cross-sectional design. Participants completed online self-report measures of
parenting styles, academic entitlement, stress, depressive symptoms, and well-being. Results:
Permissive parenting was associated with greater academic entitlement and, in turn, to more
perceived stress and poorer mental health. Mother/father differences were found in some cases.
Conclusions: Academic entitlement may partially explain why permissive parenting is detrimentally
related to mental health for college students. Implications for academic affairs and counseling
include helping students develop an appreciation of the role of self-regulation in college success.
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For older adolescents and emerging adults, entrance into
college involves a period of adjustment that can last from
a few months to a few years. During this period of transi-
tion,1 traditionally aged college students are typically
required to take on more personal responsibility as they
work toward greater independence.2 A growing subset of
students, however, is encountering mental health diffi-
culties within the college setting, as evidenced by the
increasing numbers of students seeking mental health
services through college counseling centers.3 Mental
health difficulties, such as depression, stress, and the lack
of well-being (such as self-esteem4), have been found to
negatively correlate with academic success and college
persistence.4–6 One possible explanation for these mental
health difficulties may be significant changes from the
expectations of the home environment to those of the
college environment. Specifically, the precollege parent-
ing behaviors experienced by some incoming students
may not prepare them for the demands of college.

Research supports the assertion that parenting behav-
iors are associated with outcomes in the college setting.7,8

For example, students whose parents are caring, but not
overprotective, experience less anxiety, depression, and
academic problems as they adjust to college.7 Similarly,
authoritative parenting behaviors (warm with appropri-
ate control) are linked to lower incidence of college

student depression and anxiety and better adjustment to
college, positive goal orientation, and appropriate self-
regulatory behaviors,1,8–10 whereas permissive parenting
behaviors (warm but with low control) are related to
greater levels of student negative affect.1

Permissive parenting and parenting behaviors that share
characteristics with permissiveness (eg, enabling, overindul-
gence, overresponsiveness to perceived children’s needs)
may particularly hinder students’ preparedness for the
independence expected at college. Permissive parents tend
to avoid limit-setting with their children, allowing children
to control their own behaviors with few maturity
demands.11 Baumrind11 states that permissive parents view
themselves as resources to be used by their children and do
not insist that their children conform to external standards.

Baumrind12 asserts that permissive parenting was
introduced as a positive antidote to parenting control in
the latter half of the 20th century. The alternative view-
point was that parental control stifled the development
of children’s self-will, which in turn affects children’s
happiness.12 Parenting with indulgence may also be
employed in order to increase children’s self-esteem, par-
ticularly among the more elite13—a by-product of the
self-esteem “movement,” wherein the avoidance of nega-
tive appraisals and criticism was thought to protect
children’s self-worth.14,15
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Of concern, however, is how efforts to increase self-
esteem lead to the artificial inflation of self-worth, a
characteristic with strong associations to narcissism and
entitlement.14 Baumrind suggests that permissive parent-
ing leads children to become selfish, demanding, and
inconsiderate,12 and some research indicates that per-
missive parenting predicts children’s narcissism.16 Over-
parenting, which shares the trait of unnecessarily high
responsiveness to the perceived—but often not real—
needs of children (becoming a “resource” as per Baum-
rind’s11 depiction), has been associated with higher levels
of narcissism and entitlement among adult children.17,18

Entitlement, particularly that which is evidenced in
the academic setting (“academic entitlement”), may cre-
ate dissonance for students who are negotiating the col-
lege setting. Academic entitlement refers to students’
belief that they are owed more in the academic setting
than is commensurate with their effort,19 as well as
demanding attitudes towards college authorities.20 Atti-
tudes of academic entitlement are the cause of some
administrative consternation and concern, perceived as
problematic behaviors that consume professors’ time
and present obstacles to student success.15,21 Research
confirms that academic entitlement shares negative asso-
ciations with student mental health, behaviors, and atti-
tudes in the college setting. For example, entitled
students experience anxiety about grades and are more
likely to cheat in their classes.20 Further, entitled students
are likely to have lower genuine self-esteem22 and are
more likely to endorse academically inappropriate or
uncivil behaviors22,23 and evaluate assessors poorly who
give them negative feedback on tests.22 Sex differences
may also exist; academic entitlement is more prevalent
among male students.20,24

Entitlement among college students may cause prob-
lems because, in part, entitlement is associated with an
external locus of control,22 which includes a tendency to
credit external forces for one’s success and blame others
for one’s failures. Certainly, this locus becomes problem-
atic when transitioning to a setting, such as college,
wherein expectations for self-regulation, an internally
locused set of behaviors and attitudes (eg, goal-setting,
self-monitoring, and using task strategies25), are high.

Although academic entitlement was related to author-
itarian parenting style in Greenberger and colleagues’20

research, we propose that permissive parenting behavior,
with its emphasis on meeting children’s perceived needs
and low insistence on complying with external demands,
may also share associations with academic entitlement.

The purpose of our study, therefore, was to examine
the potential mediating effect of entitlement on the asso-
ciation between permissive parenting behaviors and
measures of college student mental health. In order to

obtain a well-rounded understanding of mental health,
assessment of both the presence (well-being) and absence
(depression, stress) of good mental health were mea-
sured. Further, because previous research indicates that
the effects of parenting styles differ according to sex of
the parent as well as the child,1 we conducted separate
analyses by parent and student sex. We predicted that, in
general, academic entitlement would mediate the posi-
tive relationship between permissive parenting and poor
student mental health, such that greater entitlement
would strengthen the deleterious relationship between
permissive parenting and poor mental health. Further,
we hypothesized that these associations would be stron-
ger among parents and children who share the same sex.

Methods

Participants

Participants included 524 undergraduate students at a
southeast, mid-sized public university. Participants
enrolled in various psychology or education courses dur-
ing the 2010–2011 academic year were recruited through
an electronic data collection system that allows potential
participants to determine which studies they would like to
participate in, and then voluntarily enroll. Participants
were awarded research credits that were used either as
extra credit or to fulfill a course requirement. In this insti-
tutional review board–approved study, participants com-
pleted surveys online in a location of their choosing, after
having first clicked through an electronic informed con-
sent. Completion of the survey took approximately 30
minutes; data regarding participants is detailed in Results.

Measures

The Parental Authority Questionnaire (PAQ)26 assesses
levels of authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive
behaviors evidenced by each parent, under the assump-
tion that no parent’s behaviors cleanly and consistently
fall under a single parenting style. The PAQ consists of
30 items and 3 subscales (10 items per subscale) that
measure authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive par-
enting behaviors and characteristics. Statements are
phrased in the past tense and often use the phrase “As I
was growing up,” therefore assessing past parenting
behaviors. Participants were instructed to give a rating
for each parent or primary male/female caregiver.
Respondents rated items on a 5-point Likert scale
(strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, and strongly
agree), resulting in separate scores for mothers (or female
caregivers) and fathers (or male caregivers). Higher
scores on each subscale indicate greater levels of that
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parenting style; for the present study, only permissive
parenting scores were examined (sample item: “While I
was growing up my [mother] felt that in a well-run
home the children should have their way in the family as
often as the parents do”). Internal consistencies for this
subscale in the original scale development study, using
an undergraduate student sample, were acceptable
(Mothers’ Permissiveness, a D .75; Fathers’ Permissive-
ness, a D .74)26; for our study, internal consistencies
were slightly stronger (Mothers’ Permissiveness, a D .79;
Fathers’ Permissiveness, a D .81).

The Academic Entitlement (AE) scale20 consists of 15
items that measure respondents’ agreement, on a 6-point
Likert scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree), to state-
ments reflecting academic entitlement. Higher scores on
the AE scale reflect greater levels of academic entitlement
(sample item: “A professor should be willing to lend me
his/her course notes if I ask for them”). Original tests of
the scale using undergraduate students yielded excellent
internal consistency (a D .87)20; internal consistency for
the AE scale in our study was similarly strong, a D .90.

The scales of Psychological Well-Being (PWB)–short
version27–29 consists of 39 items that constitute 6 scales,
all of which demonstrated acceptable internal consis-
tency with an undergraduate sample in the original
short-scale development study: Autonomy (a D .81 in
original study27), Environmental Mastery (a D .7827),
Personal Growth (a D .7227), Positive Relations With
Others (a D .8027), Purpose in Life (a D .8127), and Self-
Acceptance (a D .8127). Higher scores on the Autonomy
scale indicate independence and ability to resist social
pressures to think in a particular way (sample: “I judge
myself by what I think is important, not by the values of
what others think is important”; 8 items, a D .76 in our
study). Higher scores on the Environmental Mastery
scale indicate a sense of competence in managing the
environment and control over external activities (“In
general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in which I
live”; 6 items, a D .70). Higher scores on the Personal
Growth scale indicate an openness to new experiences
and a sense of one’s potential (“I think it is important to
have new experiences that challenge how you think
about yourself and the world”; 7 items, a D .79). Higher
scores on the Positive Relations With Others scale indi-
cate warm, satisfying, and trusting relationships with
others, as well as a concern about the welfare of others
(“I feel like I get a lot out of my friendships”; 6 items,
a D .83). Higher scores on the Purpose in Life scale indi-
cate a sense of directedness and meaning to life (“I have
a sense of direction and purpose in life”; 6 items, a D
.84). Higher scores on the Self-acceptance scale indicate
a positive attitude and acceptance toward the self (“I like
most aspects of my personality”; 6 items, a D .83).

The Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression
Scale (CES-D)30 is a 20-item scale that measures depres-
sive symptoms. Participants rated their experiences of
depressive symptoms within the past week (sample: “I
had trouble keeping my mind on what I was doing”)
using a 4-point Likert scale (rarely or none of the time,
some or a little of the time, occasionally or a moderate
amount of time, and most or all of the time). Higher
scores indicate greater levels of depressive symptomatol-
ogy. In a recent study of undergraduates, the CES-D
demonstrated strong internal consistency (a D .91)31;
internal consistency for the CES-D in our study was also
a D .91.

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)32 consists of 14 items
that measure respondents’ experience of stress symptoms
within the past month (sample: “In the last month, how
often have you felt nervous and ‘stressed’?”). Respond-
ents rated each item on a 5-point Likert scale (never,
almost never, sometimes, fairly often, and very often);
higher scores indicated greater levels of stress. Previous
research with college students indicates adequate internal
consistency (a D .84–.86).32 Internal consistency for the
PSS in our study was a D .78.

Statistical analyses

One-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were run to
assess for sex differences on the mediator variable, enti-
tlement, as well as 2 outcome variables, symptoms of
depression and anxiety, which have historically demon-
strated sex differences. As well, zero-order correlations
among study variables were run separately for male and
female participants (Table 1). Subsequently, the mediat-
ing role of academic entitlement on the relation between
permissive parenting and adjustment was tested, and,
additionally, we examined sex as a potential moderator
of the mediation effect. Simple and moderated mediation
models were tested using a bias-corrected bootstrapping
method, with the assistance of the PROCESS macro for
SPSS.33 Per recommendations by Hayes,34 the number of
bootstrap samples for bias-corrected bootstrap confi-
dence intervals (CIs) was set at k D 5000, and signifi-
cance was set at a 95% CI. Thus, if the bootstrapped CI
does not contain zero, we may conclude with 95% confi-
dence that the indirect effects of the independent variable
on the outcome variables is not zero, and reject the null.

Results

Fifty-two percent of the 524 participants were female (n
D 271). Respondents ranged in age from 18 to 22 (M D
19.41, SD D 1.40) and were predominantly Caucasian
(81%, n D 427), followed by African American (8%,
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n D 42), Hispanic (2.7%, n D 14), and Asian (2.7%, n D
13). All other respondents (5%, n D 28) classified them-
selves as “other.” All respondents included in this data
set provided ratings for a primary female caregivers, and
all but 2 (99.6%, n D 522) provided ratings for a primary
male caregiver.

At the bivariate level, for both males and females in
our study, greater permissive parenting from mothers/
primary female caregivers and fathers/primary male
caregivers (hereafter referred to simply as “mothers” and
“fathers”) was associated with higher levels of academic
entitlement, and, for both sexes, having a permissive
father was negatively related to all of the psychological
well-being subscales. For male participants, mothers’
permissiveness was negatively related to all PWB sub-
scales, whereas for female participants, mothers’ permis-
siveness was negatively related to all PWB subscales
except for Autonomy, Environmental Mastery, and Posi-
tive Relations With Others. For females, but not males,
permissive fathering was associated with depressive
symptoms, whereas for males, but not females, permis-
sive mothering was related to more depressive symp-
toms. For both males and females, academic entitlement
was associated with more depressive symptoms, and
with lower levels of all PWB subscales, except for, in the
case of females, positive relations with others. In addi-
tion, for both sexes, perceived stress was related to
greater depressive symptoms and to lower levels of all
PWB subscales. For males, academic entitlement was
related to perceived stress (see Table 1).

In ANOVA models, and as hypothesized, men
endorsed significantly greater levels of entitlement (M D
2.96, SD D 0.96) than women (M D 2.62, SD D 0.91;
F[1, 522] D 18.10, p < .01). Further, women (M D 2.85,
SD D 0.52) indicated significantly higher levels of stress
than men (M D 2.75, SD D 0.49; F[1, 522] D 4.79,
p < .05). Yet, despite these outcomes, no tests of moder-
ated mediation indicated significant moderation by par-
ticipant sex; thus, total, direct, and indirect effects
(through academic entitlement) of permissive parenting
on outcome variables are presented and discussed col-
lapsed across participant sex (Table 2).

There was partial support for our mediation hypothe-
ses. To begin, for mothers’ and fathers’ permissive par-
enting, academic entitlement was a significant mediator
for the outcomes of depressive symptoms and PWB
Environmental Mastery, as each total effect point esti-
mate dropped out of significance upon inclusion of aca-
demic entitlement as a mediator, and as no CIs crossed
zero. Whether originating from a student’s mother or
father, permissive parenting was related to academic
entitlement and, in turn, to greater depressive symptoms
and less environmental mastery. Although no father-spe-
cific full mediation findings emerged, the mediating
effect of academic entitlement on the relation between
permissive parenting and PWB Autonomy, PWB Posi-
tive Relations With Others, and PWB Self-acceptance
was significant for mothers; in each case, more permis-
sive parenting was related to greater entitlement and, in
turn, to poorer psychological well-being.

Table 1. Zero-order Pearson correlations for male and female participants among measures of permissive parenting, academic entitle-
ment, and college adjustment.a

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Permissive Mother —
2. Permissive Father .49�� —

(.62)��

3. Academic Entitlement .26�� .30�� —
(.43��) (.32)��

4. CES-D .12 .14� .21�� —
(.16)�� (.08) (.37)��

5. PSS ¡.01 .05 .11 .70�� —
(.10) (.13)� (.31)�� (.66)��

6. PWB Autonomy ¡.03 ¡.16�� ¡.25�� ¡.32�� ¡.31�� —
(¡.19)�� (¡.22)�� (¡.32)�� (¡.41)�� (¡.41)��

7. PWB Environmental Mastery ¡.12 ¡.15� ¡.22�� ¡.52�� ¡.58�� .51�� —
(¡.16)�� (¡.15)� (¡.30)�� (¡.53)�� (¡.59)�� (.58)��

8. PWB Personal Growth ¡.23�� ¡.28�� ¡.33�� ¡.35�� ¡.26�� .46�� .55�� —
(¡.23)�� (¡.21)�� (¡.41)�� (¡.39��) (¡.32)�� (.54)�� (.56)��

9. PWB Positive Relations With Others ¡.06 ¡.17�� ¡.09 ¡.48�� ¡.42�� .41�� .51�� .39�� —
(¡.16)�� (¡.14)� (¡.21)�� (¡.48)�� (¡.44)�� (.43)�� (.55)�� (.47)��

10. PWB Purpose in Life ¡.20�� ¡.19�� ¡.22�� ¡.43�� ¡.42�� .44�� .71�� .69�� .44�� —
(¡.18)�� (¡.19)�� (¡.32)�� (¡.51)�� (¡.50)�� (.53)�� (.77)�� (.63)�� (.55)��

11. PWB Self-acceptance ¡.13� ¡.18�� ¡.18�� ¡.58�� ¡.52�� .55�� .73�� .68�� .58�� .78�� —
(¡.18)�� (¡.14)� (¡.36)�� (¡.62)�� (¡.57)�� (.57)�� (.78)�� (.63)�� (.68)�� (.80)��

Note. CES-D D Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale; PSS D Perceived Stress Scale; PWB D scales of Psychological Well-Being (scale name follows).
aTop values are for female participants (n D 271); values in parentheses are for male participants (n D 253).
�p � .05; ��p � .01.
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For several models, the total effect remained signifi-
cant when academic entitlement was accounted for, sug-
gesting partial mediation, including for PWB Personal
Growth and PWB Purpose of Life, for both mothers and
fathers. In each case, more permissive parenting was
related to greater entitlement and, in turn, to less well-
being; of note, partial mediation suggests that permissive
parenting may operate through one or more other medi-
ators (or a more complex model) for its remaining effects
on the outcomes. Partial mediation for fathers only also
emerged. Permissive parenting by fathers was related to
PWB Autonomy, PWB Positive Relations With Others,
and PWB Self-acceptance, at least in part, via academic
entitlement.

Finally, Hayes34 asserts that significant indirect effects
among variables can exist, even when there is no evi-
dence of a direct association between the independent
variable and the outcome measure. Such an indirect-only
effect emerged between permissive parenting and per-
ceived stress; there were no significant total or direct
effects of permissive parenting on the PSS, and permis-
sive parenting is related to stress only via its influence on
academic entitlement.

Comment

We examined the relations between permissive parent-
ing, academic entitlement, and positive and negative
mental health outcomes in a sample of college students.

In general, at the bivariate level, permissive parenting
was related to higher scores of academic entitlement and
lower scores on all markers of well-being, particularly for
male respondents. Academic entitlement was associated
with greater levels of depressive symptoms and less of
most types of psychological well-being. Interestingly,
with regard to depression, cross-sex relations existed
with permissive parenting; that is, for females, fathers’
permissiveness was related to depressive symptoms and,
for males, mothers’ permissiveness was linked to more
depression.

In mediation models, also supporting our hypotheses,
we found that the negative effects of permissive parent-
ing on student mental health can be explained, in part,
by the sense of entitlement students have. Specifically,
academic entitlement appeared to account for much of
the relationship between permissive parenting by both
mothers and fathers and student outcomes of depression
and a low sense of environmental mastery. Further, aca-
demic entitlement significantly mediated the effects of
permissive parenting by mothers on poorer student out-
comes in the areas of autonomy, relationships with
others, and self-acceptance.

In other cases, academic entitlement played a partial
role in the relationship between permissive parenting
and student mental health outcomes. For example, aca-
demic entitlement partially mediated the relationship
between permissive parenting and poorer student well-
being in the areas of personal growth and purpose of life.

Table 2. Unstandardized regression coefficients for total, direct, and indirect effects of permissive parenting on college adjustment
measures through academic entitlement.a

Outcome measure

(a) Direct effect of
permissive
parenting

on academic
entitlement

(b) Direct effect
of academic
entitlement

(c) Total effect of
permissive
parenting

(c0) Direct effect of
permissive
parenting

(ab) Indirect effect of
permissive

parenting (through
academic entitlement)

Bootstrap 95%
confidence

intervals (LL, UL)
Total effect
model fit (R2)

CES-D .52
�

.15
�

.11
�

.03 .08
�

.05, .12 .02
�

.44
�

.15
�

.08
�

.01 .07
�

.04, .10 .01
�

PSS — .11
�

.03 ¡.03 .06
�

.03, .09 .00
.10

�
.05 .01 .04

�
.02, .07 .01

PWB Autonomy — ¡.23
� ¡.12

�
.00 ¡.12

� ¡.17, ¡.08 .01
�

¡.20
� ¡.21

� ¡.12
� ¡.09

� ¡.13, ¡.05 .03
�

PWB Environmental
Mastery

— ¡.20
� ¡.16

� ¡.06 ¡.10
� ¡.16, ¡.05 .02

�

¡.19
� ¡.17

� ¡.08 ¡.08
� ¡.14, ¡.04 .02

�

PWB Personal Growth — ¡.29
� ¡.30

� ¡.15
� ¡.15

� ¡.21, ¡.10 .06
�

¡.28
� ¡.30

� ¡.18
� ¡.12

� ¡.17, ¡.08 .07
�

PWB Positive
Relations With Others

— ¡.14
� ¡.16

� ¡.09 ¡.07
� ¡.13, ¡.02 .01

�

¡.12
� ¡.23

� ¡.18
� ¡.05

� ¡.10, ¡.01 .02
�

PWB Purpose in Life — ¡.23
� ¡.28

� ¡.16
� ¡.12

� ¡.19, ¡.07 .04
�

¡.23
� ¡.25

� ¡.15
� ¡.10

� ¡.16, ¡.06 .04
�

PWB Self-acceptance — ¡.23
� ¡.21

� ¡.10 ¡.12
� ¡.18, ¡.06 .03

�

¡.22
� ¡.21

� ¡.11
� ¡.10

� ¡.15, ¡.05 .03
�

Note. CES-D D Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale; PSS D Perceived Stress Scale; PWB D scales of Psychological Well-Being (scale name follows).
aTop values in each cell are for Mothers’ Permissiveness; bottom (bold) values in each cell are for Father’s Permissiveness.
�p � .05.
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For permissive fathering, academic entitlement partially
mediated the relationship between these parenting prac-
tices and lesser well-being endorsements of autonomy,
positive relationships with others, and self-acceptance.
Further, there was an indirect effect of permissive
parenting on student stress through academic entitle-
ment. These partial mediations and indirect effects
reflect the undoubtedly complex paths that lie
between parenting practices and outcomes such as
student adjustment. In the instance of the indirect
effect of permissive parenting on student stress via
academic entitlement, for example, there may be
other, positive gains from permissive parenting, such
as a sense of protection or acceptance, that counter-
balance its effects, via entitlement, on stress.34

Our findings indicate that permissive parenting shares
a relationship with, and may influence, academic entitle-
ment among college students. This relationship may
develop because permissive parenting, wherein parents
anticipate and avert obstacles or problems for their chil-
dren,11 inflates children’s self-worth to artificial levels.
Children, thus, develop with the anticipation that every-
one should likewise remove obstacles from their paths,
rather than challenging them to overcome obstacles on
their own.

In turn, academic entitlement was related to poor
adjustment and, indeed, served as a partial or full
mediator of most relations between permissive par-
enting and poor psychological adjustment, including
feeling less happy and more stressed. It is possible
that students who feel academically entitled approach
college with unrealistic expectations about a smoother
path, perhaps modeled by their permissive parents, or
the lack of a need to conform to the standards of
others11 and, thus, experience cognitive dissonance
and frustration when challenged with an academic
setting that requires self-sufficiency and good self-reg-
ulatory skills for success. Importantly, permissive par-
enting, via entitlement, appears to contribute to a
number of characteristics that may impede academic
success, including less sense of meaning and purpose
in life, less autonomy and mastery of the world
around them, and poorer relationships with others.

Although this study provides interesting evidence to
increase our understanding about how permissive par-
enting might result in poorer college student adjust-
ment/mental health, caution must certainly be exercised
given the regional specificity of the sample, its limited
cultural and racial diversity, and its cross-sectional and
self-report nature. It is possible, for instance, that per-
missive parenting produces more positive than negative
effects for students of different cultural or ethnic back-
grounds, as has been suggested by research regarding

Spanish and South American adolescents.35,36 Further,
bidirectionality may be a possibility and, as well, there
may be other, unmeasured contributing factors that
should be assessed in future research. Based on past the-
oretical models and studies, however, and given that
parental practices are exerted long prior to college atten-
dance, it is intuitive to presume that parenting likely pre-
cedes a sense of academic entitlement and mental health
in emerging adulthood.

Despite these cautions, our study points to important
individual differences that may develop among college
students, in part as a consequence of parenting practices.
Academic entitlement reflects an external locus of con-
trol,22 an attributional orientation that is strongly related
to mental health concerns,37 and is considered a risk fac-
tor for college retention.38 Given that retention relies
largely on students’ academic and social integration,39

we can intuit that failure to successfully engage interper-
sonally and academically, perhaps as a result of sense of
entitlement, may intensify mental health outcomes such
as depression, stress, and a lowered sense of well-being.
However, future research specifically targeting the inter-
relationship of entitlement, academic engagement, aca-
demic performance, and mental health outcomes would
provide more clarity in the understanding of the rela-
tionships among these factors.

Fortunately, the external locus of control evidenced
through academic entitlement, that is, attributing poor
academic performance to the instructor or course, is
seen as malleable.18 Research suggests several steps that
colleges and universities, guided by their counseling cen-
ters and offices of academic affairs, can take to move an
attribution of responsibility away from external factors
toward personal control.

Orientation activities that provide an overview of
behaviors related to successful navigation of academic
expectations can help students begin college with a clear
understanding of their personal responsibility. For
instance, orientation programs or seminars can focus on
highly controllable student behaviors related to academic
success, such as time management and study skills,22 the
effectiveness of which may become evident when stu-
dents are given opportunities to share their experiences
and strategies with one another.39 Similar opportunities
for peer comparisons of the effects of effort and strategy
on academic outcomes can occur within learning com-
munities or freshman interest groups.39 Chowning and
Campbell22 further suggest that obtaining early indices
of student academic entitlement may help to identify
those students who have the most maladaptive expecta-
tions in need of correction. Counseling centers might
also use such indices, or employ their own, in order to
assess and, if indicated, address incorrect expectations
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among their current clients who are struggling with
depression, anxiety, or stress.

Programmatically, service-learning activities, which
have been shown to lead to academic and cognitive gains
for students, can also redirect locus of control.39 Not
only does participation in service learning help students
regain a sense of altruism,40 but it also provides evidence
to students that they have the capacity, through their
own actions, to create change.39 In order for service
learning to be an effective strategy, the focus of these
activities should emphasize student reflection rather
than the benefits of adding such activities to a resume.40

At the course level, instructional practices can empha-
size clear communication of expectations and underscore
the direct impact that a student’s effort has on course
performance.22 Instructors should remain supportive by
providing frequent feedback using effort-based attribu-
tional statements41 while insisting on work from students
that extends beyond their own experiences and view-
points.40 Instructors can become mentors for struggling
students, a successful practice for student retention,39

taking opportunities to emphasize students’ personal
responsibility and empowerment.38 At a less intensive
level, instructors can work to increase students’ sense of
personal control with brief, regular check-in assignments
that require students to compare their performance to
course expectations, reflect on what has worked for them
(or not), and describe adjustments they will make to
enhance their course success.

Finally, college counseling centers may wish to work
with local high schools’ college preparatory programs to
include the promotion of parenting practices that pre-
pare future college students for self-regulation and
responsibility. Such practices can include the scaffolding
of skills such as goal-setting, organization, planning, and
persistence in the face of challenge or failure.42

Academic entitlement appears, in part, to be related to
expectations of special treatment derived from permissive
parents; however, such expectations are likely to be
incompatible with those in most university classes and,
thus, may contribute to poor psychological adjustment
as awareness of the dissonance increases. Fortunately,
universities have many approaches within their power to
combat this sense of entitlement and external locus of
control, such that students can come to understand how
effective self-regulatory strategies can positively impact
their academic success and, hence, their mental health
and college adjustment.
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