Parental autonomy support: Do children need at least one autonomy supportive parent or do they need both?
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Autonomy support is usually conceptualized in terms of four components: (1) providing a meaningful rationale, (2) acknowledging one’s perspective and feelings, (3) offering choices, and (4) minimizing the use of controlling techniques (Joussemet, Landry, & Koestner, 2008). Various studies have shown the positive consequences of parental autonomy support (e.g., Chirkov & Ryan, 2001), but few have considered both parents’ contribution to children’s well-being. The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of both mothers’ and fathers’ autonomy support on their children’s psychological functioning. A total of 502 young adults (mean age= 18.69 years, 61% female) completed instruments assessing their perceived parental autonomy support, as well as different psychological outcomes (depression, anxiety, and vitality). Results showed that psychological functioning was greater when both parents supported their children’s autonomy than when neither of them did. Results also showed that when both parents were autonomy supportive, young adults experienced greater vitality than when only one of their parents (mother or father) was. Furthermore, results showed that young adults were less depressed and anxious when at least one of their parents was autonomy supportive than when neither of them was. Theoretical implications of these findings will be discussed.
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