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Introduction

Young children’s emotional and behavioral problems represent a significant public health concern globally. This study investigated the underlying mechanisms of parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems, focusing on the roles of parenting stress and parent-child relationship. We hypothesized that: (1) Parenting stress plays a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems; (2) Parent-child relationship plays a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotions and problem behaviors; (3) Parenting stress and the parent-child relationship play a chain mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.





Method

An online survey was administered to 1868 young children’s parents in Fujian province, China, using convenience sampling methods. Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM) with the software Mplus 7.4 to examine the relationships between parental intimacy quality, parenting stress, parent-child relationship and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.





Results

The findings indicated that (1) parenting stress plays a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children emotional and behavioral problems; (2) parent-child relationship plays a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children emotional and behavioral problems; (3) parenting stress and parent-child relationship play a chain mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.





Conclusion

Our study highlights the close relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems, in which context parenting stress and parent-child relationship play a vital role.
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1 Introduction

Ages 3 to 6 represent a period of rapid development in young children’s physical, cognitive, emotional, and social abilities, and it is also the stage most prone to psychological and behavioral deviations (1). According to statistics from the World Health Organization, about 10% to 20% of children worldwide suffer from at least one psychological problem (2). Among these, emotional and behavioral problems are more common in preschool-aged children (3).

A longitudinal study conducted in Australia involving 6 to 7-month-old infants and their families found that approximately 20% of young children exhibited emotional and behavioral problems (4). In different regions of China, the detection rate of emotional and behavioral problems among young children varies widely, ranging from 6% to 43.6% (5). In the short term, emotional and behavioral problems directly affect preschool children’s intelligence, cognition, and learning, leading to difficulties in making friends and growth retardation (6). In the long term, emotional and behavioral problems hinder social development and may increase the risk of a series of adverse outcomes later in life, such as mental disorders, antisocial behavior, substance abuse, and criminal activity (7).

Therefore, it is essential to examine the factors influencing children’s emotional and behavioral problems and their underlying mechanisms, so as to develop recommendations for enhancing the quality of their development.



1.1 The relationship between parental intimacy quality and emotional and behavioral problems in young children

Ecological systems theory asserts that the family is the microsystem exerting the greatest influence on individual development (8). Parental intimacy, as a component of the family ecosystem, is closely linked to the emotional and behavioral growth of young children. In this study, intimacy is narrowly defined as the marital relationship between the parents of young children. Emotional security theory posits that the quality of parental relationships affects children’s psychological development by shaping their perceived emotional security in the home environment (9). A harmonious parental relationship can reduce children’s emotional insecurity and foster secure attachment and positive emotional development. Conversely, a conflicted relationship can trigger children’s stress responses, leading to anxiety, aggression, and other behavioral issues (10). Furthermore, studies have shown that parental intimacy negatively predicts children’s aggression (11–13).

However, previous studies have focused primarily on the direct impact of single variables —such as parent-child relationships or parenting stress— on young children’s psychological development (14, 15). These studies overlook the interconnected roles of parental intimacy quality, parenting stress, and the parent-child relationship, failing to fully elucidate the underlying mechanisms through which parental intimacy quality influences children’s emotional and behavioral outcomes.

Therefore, the present study integrates parental intimacy quality, parent-child relationship, and young children’s development into a unified model to reveal the mechanism that link parental intimacy quality to young children’s emotional and behavioral problems, thereby providing an empirical foundation for more effective interventions.




1.2 Theoretical framework and research hypotheses

To systematically explain how family factors influence child development, this study integrates Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (8), the family stress model (16), and attachment theory (17) to form a coherent theoretical framework. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory provides the overarching multilevel perspective and identifies the family microsystem as the proximal context in which parental intimacy operates and shapes children’s development. Within this microsystem, the family stress model uniquely explains an affective-behavioral pathway: external pressures (e.g., interparental conflict) increase parental psychological distress, which undermines caregiving and thus justifies parenting stress as a mediator between parental intimacy quality and child outcomes. Attachment theory, by contrast, emphasizes how the emotional bond and internal working models formed in parent-child interactions determine children’s emotion regulation and social behavior, and thus uniquely justifies parent-child relationship quality as a mediator. Moreover, combining the family stress model and attachment theory suggests a plausible chain process—low parental intimacy may first elevate parenting stress, which then erodes parent-child relationship quality and in turn affects children—so that a chain mediation is theoretically warranted.

In summary, we propose the following hypotheses, which are illustrated in the chain mediation model (see Figure 1):

	H1: Parenting stress plays a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.

	H2: Parent-child relationship plays a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotions and problem behaviors.

	H3: Parenting stress and the parent-child relationship play a chain mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.



[image: Flowchart illustrating the relationships between four concepts: parental intimacy quality, parenting stress, parent-child relationship, and children's emotional and behavioral problems. Arrows show how parental intimacy quality influences parenting stress, which affects the parent-child relationship and children's problems. The parent-child relationship also impacts children's emotional and behavioral problems.]
Figure 1 | Chain mediated model hypothesis diagram.




1.3 Evidence for the mediating role of parenting stress

Parenting stress refers to the pressure parents experience while fulfilling their parental roles and interacting with their children (16). On one hand, according to the family stress model (17), tense marital relationships cause parents to expend significant emotional resources due to conflict, thereby reducing the cognitive and emotional resources available for parenting. This reduction leads to decreased parenting efficacy and increased parenting stress (18). On the other hand, several cross-sectional studies have shown that parenting stress is significantly associated with young children’s internalizing problem behaviors (such as anxiety and depression) and externalizing problem behaviors (such as oppositional behavior, aggression, and hyperactivity) (19).




1.4 Evidence for the mediating role of parent-child relationship

Parent-child relationship refers to the interactive relationship between parents and children, encompassing both emotional communication and behavioral interaction. Family systems theory posits an influence between the marital subsystem and the parent-child subsystem, and the quality of the parent-child relationship directly shapes interaction patterns through emotional transmission (20). A harmonious and stable relationship between parents provides a growth environment rich in emotional support, which promotes healthy emotional and behavioral development in children (21). Secondly, attachment theory emphasizes the importance of the parent-child relationship in children’s early development (22). Without good parent-child relationship that provides emotional support and behavioral guidance, young children’s behavioral development can be adversely affected (22, 23).




1.5 Evidence for the chain mediating role of parenting stress and parent-child relationship

Many studies have examined the influence of parenting stress on the parent-child relationship. For example, parents who experience higher levels of parenting stress are more likely to encounter problems in their relationships with their children (19, 24). Elevated parenting stress diminishes parents’ emotional availability and sensitivity, which in turn harms the parent-child relationship.According to the stress process model (25), parenting stress caused by poor parental intimacy overflows into the realm of parent-child interaction, forming a chain of relationship deterioration: “parental intimacy quality → parenting stress → parent-child relationship.” In other words, the quality of intimacy serves as an environmental input that first influences parental psychological processes (parenting stress), which then alters parenting behaviors, affecting the parent-child relationship and ultimately child development.





1.6 The present study

In summary, this study will, grounded in ecosystem theory, the family stress model, and attachment theory, investigate the relationship between parental intimacy quality and their young children’s emotional and behavioral problems, as well as the mechanisms underlying this relationship. To address these questions, we collected data by distributing questionnaires to parents raising young children and examined the relationships among variables using structural equation modeling. This chain-mediating model enables us to identify more scientifically grounded parenting strategies and provides both theoretical and empirical support for promoting healthy development in young children.





2 Methods



2.1 Participants and measurement procedures

Between December 2024 and January 2025, data were collected using an online survey hosted on the Wenjuanxing platform (https://www.wjx.cn/). The research team prepared the questionnaire and generated an online completion link. Using the team’s personal and professional networks, we distributed the survey link and an investigator-prepared information sheet (detailing the study objectives and potential benefits for parents) to kindergarten principals. After reviewing the materials, the principals disseminated them to class teachers through the schools’ internal management systems. The class teachers then shared the survey link and information sheet in parent contact groups to recruit participants. Parents who were interested and met the eligibility criteria could access the link and complete the questionnaire themselves. The information sheet explicitly stated that only parents currently raising young children were eligible to participate.

Before proceeding to the formal questionnaire, all participants were presented with instructions clarifying that their participation was entirely voluntary and that their privacy would be protected. These instructions also reiterated the purpose of the study, emphasized the confidentiality and anonymity of responses, and informed participants of their right to withdraw from the survey at any time without penalty. Parents could begin the formal questionnaire only after reading the instructions and clicking the button labeled “I have read and agree to the above information.” This study was reviewed and approved by the Ethics Committee of Ningde Normal University. All procedures were conducted in accordance with governmental regulations and the 1964 Helsinki Declaration.

There were 2010 initial data entries received for this study. We then screened the collected data according to the following criterion: any respondent who selected the “agree” range on the 1–5 lie-detector scale for the item “Oranges are not fruits” was deemed to have provided an invalid response and was excluded from further analysis. After screening, the final valid dataset comprised 1868 entries, yielding an effective rate of 92.94%. Of these, 302 respondents were fathers (16.17%) and 1,566 were mothers (83.83%). Regarding parental age composition: 225 were under 30 years old (11.19%), 1,501 were between 30 and 40 years old (74.68%), 268 were between 41 and 50 years old (13.33%), and 16 were 50 years old or above (0.80%). In the corresponding group of young children (for families with more than one child, the oldest child attending preschool was surveyed), there were 932 boys (49.89%) and 936 girls (50.11%), with an average age of 4.76 ± 1.93 years.




2.2 Research tools



2.2.1 Intimate relationship satisfaction questionnaire

Parental intimacy quality between parents was measured using the intimate relationship satisfaction questionnaire (26) developed by Shen (27). The questionnaire comprises seven items and employs a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (completely). Higher scores indicate greater quality with the couple’s intimate relationship. In this study, the Cronbach’s α coefficient for the questionnaire was 0.89.




2.2.2 Parenting stress index-short form-15

Parenting stress was measured using the PSI-SF-15, revised by Luo, Wang (28). The PSI-SF-15 comprises three dimensions: parenting distress, dysfunctional parent-child interaction, and difficult child. The scale contains 15 items and employs a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (completely). Higher scores indicate greater parenting stress. In this study, the scale’s Cronbach’s α coefficient was 0.92.




2.2.3 Parent-child relationship scale

The relationship between parents and young children was measured using the parent-child relationship scale, revised by Zhang, Chen (29). The scale comprises 22 items across two dimensions—intimacy and conflict (the latter reverse-scored)—with responses on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (completely). Higher total scores indicate a closer, more intimate relationship between the child and the parent. In this study, the Cronbach’s α coefficient for the scale was 0.77.




2.2.4 Strengths and difficulties questionnaire (Chinese parent version)

Young children’s emotional and behavioral difficulties were assessed using the Difficulties scale of the strengths and difficulties questionnaire (Chinese parent version) (30), developed by Goodman (31). The Difficulties sub-questionnaire comprises four dimensions—emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity, and peer relationship problems—and contains a total of 20 items. Responses are rated on a 3-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (does not apply) to 2 (applies fully). Higher total scores on the difficulties scale indicate more severe emotional and behavioral problems in young children. The Cronbach’s alpha for this questionnaire in the present study was 0.80.






2.3 Data Analysis

(1) Descriptive and correlational analyses of the variables were conducted using SPSS 20.

(2) Mplus 7.4 was used to test the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems, with parenting stress and the parent-child relationship serving as chain mediators. Parameter estimation was performed using the MLM method, and mediating effects were tested using a bias-corrected, nonparametric, percentile bootstrap test. The bias-corrected, nonparametric, percentile bootstrap method provides accurate confidence intervals for the mediating effect of the product of the regression coefficients and can handle non-normal data; a mediating effect is considered significant if the 95% confidence interval for the estimated effect does not include zero (32).





3 Results



3.1 Common method bias test

To test whether there was a significant common method bias effect in this study, Harman’s one-way test was performed by constructing a one-way factor analysis using Mplus 7.4 with all questionnaire topics as indicators. The results revealed that the fit index of the model was χ2/df = 13.89, RMSEA = 0.8, CFI = 0.52, SRMR = 0.8, which was a poor fit. Thus, there was no significant common method bias in this study.




3.2 Descriptive statistics of each variable

In order to test whether there is a close relationship between the variables and to prepare for the structural equation model, the Pearson correlation was used to test the relationship between the variables. The Pearson correlation analysis results are shown in Table 1. From Table 1, parental intimacy quality is significantly negatively correlated with parenting stress, significantly positively correlated with the parent-child relationship, and significantly negatively correlated with young children’s emotional and behavioral problems. Parenting stress is significantly negatively correlated with the parent-child relationship and significantly positively correlated with young children’s emotional and behavioral problems. The parent-child relationship is significantly negatively correlated with young children’s emotional and behavioral problems. These Pearson correlation results indicate that the main variables are closely related, so we can establish a structural equation model for further analysis. Additionally, because children’s age and gender are significantly correlated with the outcome variables, they will be included as control variables in the analytical model.


Table 1 | Descriptive statistics of each variable and the results of their correlation analysis (N = 1868).
	Variables
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6



	1 Age of young children
	—
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


	2 Gender of young children a
	0.02
	—
	 
	 
	 
	 


	3 parental intimacy quality
	-0.03
	-0.01
	—
	 
	 
	 


	4 parenting stress
	0.06*
	0.02
	-0.488***
	—
	 
	 


	5 parent–child relationship
	-0.05*
	-0.03
	0.51***
	-0.67***
	—
	 


	6 young children’s emotional and behavioral problems
	0.02
	-0.01
	-0.43***
	0.57***
	-0.66***
	—


	M
	4.76
	0.49
	4.11
	2.17
	3.97
	1.50


	SD
	1.93
	/
	0.77
	0.67
	0.50
	0.26





a Gender is a dummy coded variable, 0 = female, 1 = male, and the mean is the proportion of male young children; * indicates p < 0.05, *** indicates p < 0.001.






3.3 The mediating role of parenting stress and parent-child relationship

To test the three hypotheses proposed in this study, the chain mediating role of parenting stress and parent-child relationship in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems was examined by developing structural equation models using each questionnaire item packets or dimensions as an observational indicator. Given that the intimate relationship satisfaction questionnaire is unidimensional and contains a number of items, this study employed a balanced approach to parcel those items during the modeling process (33).

First, the predictive effect of parental intimacy quality on young children’s emotional and behavioral problems was examined. The results indicate that, aside from the χ²/df value being inflated due to the sample size, the remaining indices suggest that the overall model fit is good: χ2/df = 7.73, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.97, SRMR = 0.02. The direct effects model is shown in Figure 2, according to which parental intimacy quality significantly and negatively predicted young children’s emotional and behavioral problems (β = -0.51, p < 0.001). These results suggest a robust relationship between the two, and mediating variables can be included to further analyze the mechanism through which parental intimacy quality relates to young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.

[image: Structural equation model illustrating the relationship between parental intimacy and children's emotional and behavioral problems. Parental intimacy, influenced by indicators pi1 and pi2 with coefficients of 0.92, negatively affects children's issues with a coefficient of -0.51. Children's problems include emotional symptoms (0.69), conduct problems (0.75), hyperactivity (0.58), and peer communication problems (0.57).]
Figure 2 | Direct effect model diagram. Figures presented in the figure are standardized solutions; pi1–pi2 are item parcels created using the parceling method for the intimate relationship satisfaction questionnaire; *** indicates p < 0.001.

Next, the mediating role of parenting stress and parent-child relationship in the relationship between parental intimacy and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems was examined. The results indicate that, aside from the χ²/df value being inflated due to the sample size, the remaining indices suggest that the overall model fit is good: χ2/df = 8.62, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.96, SRMR = 0.03. The mediation model is shown in Figure 3. The model results indicated that parental intimacy quality significantly and negatively predicted parenting stress (β = -0.56, p < 0.001) and significantly and positively parent-child relationship (β = 0.18, p < 0.001). Parenting stress significantly and positively predicted young children’s emotional and behavioral problems (β = 0.16, p < 0.001) and significantly and negatively predicted parent-child relationship (β = -0.68, p < 0.001). Parent-child relationship significantly and negatively predicted young children’s emotional and behavioral problems (β = -0.68, p < 0.001). The results indicated that each pathway for this mediating influence was significant and could be used to examine the chain mediating effect of parenting stress and parent-child relationship on the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.

[image: Structural equation model showing latent and observed relationships. Parental Intimacy Quality predicts Parent–Child Relationship (β = 0.18) and predicts Parenting Stress (β = −0.56). Parenting Stress predicts Children’s Emotional and Behavioral Problems (β = 0.16) and predicts Parent–Child Relationship (β = -0.68). Parent–Child Relationship predicts Children’s Emotional and Behavioral Problems (β = -0.65). Observed indicators (e.g., childcare anxiety, parent–child interaction disorder, conduct problems, hyperactivity) load on their respective constructs. Path coefficients and significance levels are displayed alongside paths (asterisks indicate significance).]
Figure 3 | Diagram of chain mediated model. Figures presented in the figure are standardized solutions; pi1–pi2 are item parcels created using the parceling method for the intimate relationship satisfaction questionnaire; **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

The bias-corrected nonparametric percentile bootstrap method (5000 replicate samples) was used to test whether the mediating effects of parenting stress and parent-child relationship were significant between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems (see Table 2 for results).


Table 2 | Mediated effect values and bootstrap test results.
	Paths
	Effect value
	Bootstrap confidence intervals



	Total effect
	-0.51***
	[-0.55, -0.46]


	parental intimacy quality→parenting stress→young children’s emotional and behavioral problems
	-0.09*
	[-0.16, -0.02]


	parental intimacy quality→parent–child relationship→young children’s emotional and behavioral problems
	-0.11***
	[-0.16, -0.07]


	parental intimacy quality→parenting stress→parent–child relationship→young children’s emotional and behavioral problems
	-0.25***
	[-0.30, -0.20]





The figures listed in the table are standard solutions. * p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001.



As shown in Table 2, the mediating effect of parenting stress between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems was significant (mediating effect value of -0.09, p < 0.05, 95% CI = [-0.16, -0.02]). The mediating effect accounted for 17.65% of the total effect, confirming H1. The mediating effect of parent-child relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems was significant (mediating effect value of -0.11, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [-0.16, -0.07]). The mediating effect accounted for 21.57% of the total effect, confirming H2. The chain mediating effect of parenting stress and parent-child relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems was significant (mediating effect value of -0.25, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [-0.30, -0.20]). The mediating effect accounted for 49.02% of the total effect, confirming H3.





4 Discussion

Based on existing theoretical models and previous studies, this research constructed a chain mediation model to examine the parental marital relationship, parent-child relationship, and early childhood development within the same framework.

Data were collected using questionnaires and analyzed through correlation analysis and structural equation modeling to investigate the chain mediating roles of parenting stress and the parent-child relationship in the link between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.

The main findings revealed that parenting stress and the parent-child relationship serve as mediating variables in this relationship through three pathways: (1) The mediating role of parenting stress; (2) The mediating role of the parent-child relationship; (3) The chain mediating role of parenting stress and the parent-child relationship.



4.1 The mediating role of parenting stress

This study found that parenting stress plays a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems; in other words, parental intimacy quality may influence young children’s emotional and behavioral problems through parenting stress.

First, the quality of parental intimacy may negatively affect parenting stress; the poorer the intimacy between parents, the greater the parenting stress, which aligns with the findings of previous studies (34). The family stress model (17) states that intrafamilial stress (e.g., parental relationship disharmony) creates an unstable family atmosphere, weakening parenting commitment and generating parenting stress. If the parental relationship is tense and conflicts are frequent, parents may expend more energy and emotional resources on couple conflicts, exhibit lower parenting sensitivity, and be more likely to shift responsibilities in the parenting process. This leads to a higher psychological burden on individual parents—such as prolonged anxiety and depression—which, in turn, exacerbates parenting stress (35, 36).

Second, parenting stress may positively affect young children’s emotional and behavioral problems: the higher the parenting stress, the more emotional issues and problematic behaviors appear in young children, which aligns with the results of previous studies (37–39). According to the stress spillover effect in the family stress model (36), parents who experience high levels of parenting stress over an extended period may become emotionally depleted, leading to negative responses toward their young children (e.g., yelling or indifference), frequent temper tantrums aimed at their children, and negative emotional expressions such as fear and anxiety. Over time, these parental responses may contribute to long-term behavioral problems in young children, such as withdrawal and aggression.




4.2 The mediating role of parent-child relationship

This study found that the parent-child relationship plays a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems. In other words, parental intimacy quality may influence young children’s behavioral development through the parent-child relationship.

First, the quality of parental intimacy may have a positive effect on the parent-child relationship, which aligns with the results of previous studies (40, 41). Family systems theory states that the family is an interconnected system in which individual family members interact with and influence one another. If parental tension and conflict are constant, and the family atmosphere is characterized by hostility and repression, parents may project their negative emotions onto their children or neglect their children’s emotional needs, leading to problems in the parent-child relationship (42).

Second, the parent-child relationship may have a negative impact on young children’s emotional and behavioral development. The worse the parent-child relationship is, the more likely young children are to experience difficulties in their behavioral development, which is consistent with the findings of previous studies (43). Attachment theory suggests that secure attachment relationships are central to early childhood development (44). Young children who do not have a strong parent-child relationship with their parents are unlikely to develop secure attachment relationships. In this case, young children may not have sufficient close interaction with their parents, and they may not have sufficient opportunities to learn how to express their emotions and understand the feelings of others, thus increasing the risk of emotional and behavioral problems.




4.3 The chain mediating role of parenting stress and parent-child relationship

This study found that parenting stress and the parent-child relationship play a chain mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems. Specifically, when parental intimacy quality is low, parenting stress may increase, which in turn negatively affects the parent-child relationship, ultimately heightening the risk of emotional and behavioral problems in young children.

According to the family stress model (17), when parents are estranged or in conflict, this depletes psychological resources, reduces parenting sensitivity, and amplifies stress perceptions, leading to increased parenting stress. In turn, persistent parenting stress may cause parents to exhibit more negative parent-child interaction behaviors, such as a lack of patience with their children, over-criticism, and neglect of their children’s emotional needs. These negative behaviors can undermine the trust and intimacy between parents and children, leading to a strained parent-child relationship (22). When the parent-child relationship is poor, young children may feel insecure, neglected, or unloved, which makes them more prone to various emotional and behavioral problems (45).

In summary, the chain mediated model of this study verifies that family stress has a cascading transmission (46). This finding expands the focus of established research on a single mediated pathway, emphasizes the complexity of the multiple linkages within the family system, and enriches our understanding of the mechanisms by which the family environment influences early childhood development.




4.4 Suggestion

Based on the findings of the present study, we offer the following practice-oriented recommendations for community and school implementation:

	Implement family-support programs that prioritize improvement of parental relationship quality. Given the significant influence of parental relationship quality on young children’s emotional and behavioral problems, community organizations and schools should proactively provide targeted interventions such as couple-communication skills workshops and seminars on marital relationships. Program content might include emotion recognition and regulation, nonviolent communication, conflict-resolution strategies, and joint co-parenting planning. Equipping parents with effective communication and conflict-management skills can help cultivate a harmonious family psychosocial environment at its source and thereby prevent the onset of emotional and behavioral problems in early childhood.

	Implement a comprehensive, dual-target intervention aimed at both reducing parenting stress and enhancing parent-child interaction. In light of the mediating role of parenting stress and parent-child relationship quality, we recommend the development of a multi-tiered support system. For stress management, community and educational agencies should establish online and in-person parenting consultation platforms and parent peer-support groups to provide parents with immediate problem-solving assistance and opportunities for experience sharing, thereby creating sustainable sources of social support and stress-buffering mechanisms. For the parent-child relationship, schools and community organizations should systematically organize activities such as parent-child sports days and parent-child reading clubs. Activity design should explicitly operationalize elements of “high-quality parental engagement” (e.g., sensitive responsiveness, shared attention, contingent communication) and guide parents to increase high-quality time with their children, directly strengthening the parent-child emotional bond and promoting the emotional and behavioral development of young children.






4.5 Limitations and directions for future research

Several limitations of this study are noteworthy (1). The current study utilized a cross-sectional design, future research can utilize an intensive tracking design to elucidate the causal linkages between independent and dependent variables. Future research also can employ multi-informant approaches (e.g., teacher ratings, systematic classroom observations, and administrative records) alongside longitudinal designs to provide stronger evidence for the temporal ordering of effects and to strengthen causal inference. (2) This study used self-report measures for data collection, which made the findings less objective. In the future, it may be possible to increase the objectivity of the results by reaching out to parents and either using interviews or conducting observations to gather relevant information. (3) This study was conducted in China. Cultural differences across countries may produce different results. Future research can undertake cross-cultural validation of the relationships among the variables identified in the present study.





5 Conclusion

This study utilizes a questionnaire-based research approach to investigate the mechanisms underlying the relationships among parental intimacy quality, parenting stress, parent-child relationship, and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems. The study led to the following conclusions:

	Parenting stress plays a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.

	Parent-child relationship plays a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.

	Parenting stress and parent-child relationship play a mediating role in the relationship between parental intimacy quality and young children’s emotional and behavioral problems.
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