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Introduction: The current study explores the relation between parent involvement and children’s school readiness for 568 families enrolled in the Home Instruction of Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY) program in Texas. Parent involvement in children’s learning is a focus of the HIPPY curriculum.
Methods: In this analysis, conditional process models were run to examine the relations between children’s school readiness and engagement in home learning activities, parents’ education level, program language (English or Spanish), both before and after completing a year of the program.
Results: At pretest but not posttest, program language moderated the direct relation between parents’ education level and children’s school readiness and parents with high levels of education were more likely to engage their children in educational activities. Engagement in home learning activities was associated with school readiness regardless of parents’ education level and language.
Discussion: These findings provide a better understanding of the variables associated with school readiness for HIPPY families, indicating the importance of home learning activities—a variable that may be more amenable to change within intervention programs. Thus, focusing on home learning activities may contribute to decreasing discrepancies in children’s preparedness for school entry that are generally identified across language and parent education. Findings may have practical implications for other home visitor programs working with similar populations.
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1. Introduction

Learning is a social process through which children acquire knowledge, skills, and an understanding of cultural practices (Vygotsky and Cole, 1978). Their social interactions with caregivers support thought and language development, contributing to development of self-regulative capacities and academic preparedness (Wertsch, 1979; Taber, 2020; Smolucha and Smolucha, 2021). As supported by theory of cognitive development, children’s guided interactions and collaborative dialogs with more knowledgeable or skilled adults, provide opportunities to scaffold learning through simplified language, modeling, visuals, cooperative learning, and hands-on learning (Ovando et al., 2003).

The frequency and quality of parents’ scaffolding of children’s learning and language development provides children opportunity for practicing their language skills (Hart and Risley, 1995; Camp et al., 2010). While children will develop language naturally, parent–child interactions can create a richer home learning environment and facilitate children’s memory, attention, and concept formation across the four stages of language development (Gredler, 2009). Although stages are not necessarily incremental or discontinuous in nature, they represent benchmarks of cognitive developmental progression. With continued interaction and scaffolded experience children move from a primitive/natural stage of behavior where pre-intellectual speech is intertwined with pre-verbal thinking (Wertsch and Sohmer, 1995) to the defining of how tools can be used and form the first operations of a practical mind. With continued development, children internalize mental operations that help form behavior, eventually moving through stages marked by for solving internal mental tasks based on external signs, such as counting on fingers or use of mnemonics for remembering. Finally, with continued support children move external operations to an internal mental plane, evidenced by completely internal speech that guides thought, such that memory is based on internal relationships to produce logic, or more overtly, in mathematical operations counting occurs completely internally. This is the genesis of internal speech that is prominent in adult thought and language use (Vygotsky and Cole, 1978).

Home visiting interventions can teach parents how to engage their children in language and learning activities that will strengthen children’s skills and help them succeed in school. Moreover, home visiting programs can help create equal access and opportunity for children at risk of low levels of school readiness by working with families in an environment in which they are comfortable (Sweet and Appelbaum, 2004; Astuto and Allen, 2009). Children who acquire pre-academic skills in their preschool years have a greater likelihood of successful entry to school, which is also associated with higher academic achievement later in school, graduation from high school, and securing employment (e.g., Duncan et al., 2007; Claessens et al., 2009).


1.1. Early childhood program access

Meta-analyses indicate home visiting programs enhance the quality of home learning environments and support parent–child interactions (Kendrick et al., 2000; Nievar et al., 2011; Filene et al., 2013) and children’s cognitive outcomes (Comfort, 2003; Sweet and Appelbaum, 2004; Filene et al., 2013). Home visiting programs remove barriers to attending center-based such as transportation, financial struggles, no childcare, and work or scheduling conflict (Peacock et al., 2013). Additionally, in a home visiting setting, home visitors observe families in their own environment and learn more about their family dynamics, establish rapport, and provide undivided and personalized attention (Sweet and Appelbaum, 2004), elements of service that can support program engagement.

Although many home visiting programs are successful, in the United States there remains a gap in early school preparedness based on socioeconomic resources and primary language (Janus and Duku, 2007; Peterson et al., 2018). Home visiting programs should find ways to equitably support children who may face risk factors for school entry based on ecological factors and identify successful program components to support children’s school readiness.

Thus, the current study explores how one home visiting program encourages parental involvement in culturally and linguistically diverse families. We explored parent–child interactions as related to children’s school readiness, while examining the moderation factors of parents’ education level and primary language (i.e., factors often associated with children’s school preparedness) (Becker, 2011). Focusing on these aspects of children’s cultural context, we investigate if parent involvement mediates the interaction between parents’ education and school readiness and if language moderates the effect of education on school readiness of children enrolled in HIPPY, a well-established home visiting program. Second, we examine if these relations change before and after the HIPPY program year.


1.1.1. HIPPY program

As a home visiting program focused on working with parents to enhance parent–child interactions around educational activities, the Home Instruction for Parents of Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY) program can foster children’s progress through cognitive benchmarks and foster school readiness. Acquiring pre-academic reading and math skills starts at home and contributes to children’s school readiness (Daily et al., 2011; Sabol and Pianta, 2017). School readiness includes physical wellbeing and motor, socioemotional, language, and cognitive development which have been shown to promote positive learning and classroom expectations (Emig, 2001; Mashburn and Pianta, 2006; Duncan et al., 2007).

The HIPPY program is an empirically based home visiting program created in Israel in 1969 (Lombard, 1981) and adapted to operate in 15 countries in seven languages. The program curriculum focuses on helping parents of preschoolers gain confidence in providing their children early scaffolded learning experiences. HIPPY includes a 30-week curriculum during which home visitors role play with parents as a means of teaching parents how to engage their children in interactive learning activities to strengthen language, literacy, science, math, and motor skills. By increasing their involvement with their children’s education, parents can prepare their children for school.

The effects of HIPPY for both parents and children have been studied extensively. A meta-analysis revealed that the overall effect of HIPPY on children’s academic and behavioral outcomes was 0.48 (Goldstein, 2017), representing a moderate effect. HIPPY helps children achieve school readiness at kindergarten entry (e.g., Brown and Johnson, 2014; Brown and Lee, 2017; Abdulaziz, 2022). Specifically, HIPPY enrolled children were almost two times more likely to pass school readiness assessments in kindergarten than their non-HIPPY peers (Payne et al., 2020). HIPPY children also outperform their non-HIPPY peers in math and reading state mandated assessments at multiple grade levels (Brown and Lee, 2017; Abdulaziz, 2022). Program participation supported HIPPY parents’ involvement with their children’s learning (Nievar et al., 2011; Johnson et al., 2012; Brown and Johnson, 2014; Nathans et al., 2020). HIPPY program mothers reported higher levels of parenting self-efficacy, confidence as their children’s teachers, more learning materials at home, and engaged in more learning activities than mothers on the waiting list (Nievar et al., 2011).

HIPPY home visitors are members of the same community and have similar cultural backgrounds as HIPPY families and most were former HIPPY parents. In line with sociocultural theory, home visitors are the more knowledgeable peers who role-play with parents thereby scaffolding different learning activities every week. Parents acquire the skills to engage with their children and guide them through the school-readiness related activities, providing the appropriate support. For instance, for shared reading, home visitors model the types of questions to ask the child during reading to promote engagement and comprehension. In relation to reading, for example, parents learn and practice the role-played activities and then apply them when reading to their child, thereby scaffolding the child’s reading through the shared and helping children make meaning from texts by asking their child increasingly more challenging questions about the book (e.g., Whitehurst et al., 1988). Reading becomes a collaborative learning experience, first between the home visitor and the parent, and then between the parent and the child. A central sociocultural element of the program is the focus on parent involvement in activities with their children. Even though multiple studies have evaluated HIPPY’s impact, there is limited research on how parents’ involvement and factors such parents’ level of education and language preference may influence the program’s effectiveness. The goal of this study was to obtain a better understanding of the role of parent involvement on children’s school readiness for families enrolled in HIPPY.




1.2. Potential factors associated with school success


1.2.1. Socioeconomic status

Numerous studies have found family SES (income, parents’ education, and/or employment status) is related to children’s school readiness (e.g., Duncan et al., 1998; Yeung et al., 2002; Janus and Duku, 2007; Piña et al., 2020). Children from moderate to high-income families tend to score higher in school readiness assessments than peers from families with fewer resources. Low SES families tend to face hardships such as higher levels of stress, reduced access to educational resources and materials, unstable work schedules, and financial constraints (Barnett and Hustedt, 2005) that may prevent them from engaging in educational activities with their children, which can in turn impact children’s success in school. Additionally, low SES families tend to have less knowledge of child development (Rowe et al., 2016), which is important to foster a home learning environment with cognitively stimulating activities (Vernon-Feagans et al., 2008).

Children whose mothers have higher levels of education are more likely to perform better in reading, math, and general knowledge assessments (e.g., West et al., 2000). Parents’ education is associated with the provision of developmentally appropriate learning and educational materials and availability and access to resources. A recent study found that 49% of 3- to 5-year-old children with parents possessing a high school diploma or less were rated as “on track” for early learning skills, compared to 66% of children whose parents have a bachelor’s degree or higher (Ghandour et al., 2021).



1.2.2. Home learning environment

One of the factors through which SES and school readiness are linked is the home learning environment, the ways in which parents support their child’s learning by providing learning materials and engaging them in home learning activities (HLA) that support their cognitive development. A positive home learning environment can increase children’s school readiness by developing pre-academic skills thereby having a positive impact on children’s achievement later in school (e.g., Fantuzzo et al., 2004; Downer and Pianta, 2006). Parents who engage their children in language and literacy interactions, encourage children to ask questions, provide multiple learning opportunities in and outside the home, and partake in shared reading interactions, are more likely to have children with higher academic achievement at school entry (Edwards et al., 2008; Puccioni, 2018; Paschall et al., 2020). Furthermore, positive change in the quality of home environments throughout children’s preschool years was associated with greater gains in children’s school readiness skills (Korucu and Schmitt, 2020).

Home learning environments vary by family demographic characteristics, such as income, parents’ level of education, race, and language proficiency. Numerous studies have found negative effects of poverty on children’s home environments and on parent–child interactions (e.g., Huston et al., 1994; Evans, 2004; Fantuzzo et al., 2004). Parents who have a lower level of education, on average, spend less time engaging their children in home learning activities than parents from mid-SES backgrounds (e.g., Vandermaas-Peeler et al., 2009). Furthermore, a rich home learning environment seems to mediate the relation between SES and school readiness. For instance, Yeung et al. (2002) found that providing an environment that stimulates children’s learning mediated the relation between income and 3- to 5-year-old children’s cognitive achievement scores in letter-word and applied problems assessments. Others have found differences in this mediation based on race/ethnicity. For instance, Dotterer et al. (2012) found that sensitive parent–child interactions mediated the relation between SES and school readiness for White families, but not for African American families. Negative/intrusive parenting was a significant mediator for both groups, indicating that a decrease in SES was associated with more negative/intrusive behaviors, which were related to lower children’s school readiness scores.

Few studies have examined the relation between family demographics, HLA, and school readiness within the context of interventions designed to strengthen parental involvement. Of those that have been reported, one study found that higher SES was associated with more time spent doing activities at home, which in turn was associated with more gains in math and literacy school readiness skills for families enrolled in an intervention to support school readiness skills (Marti et al., 2018). Furthermore, children’s whose parents had at least completed high school scored higher on language assessments and English-dominant children scored higher on early math and literacy assessments than Spanish-dominant children. Similar findings have been found for children enrolled in Head Start (Parker et al., 1999). Enhanced parent–child relationships, home learning environments, and parents’ understanding of play from pretest to post-test were related to higher school readiness. The current study expands on these findings by examining the role of HLA on children’s school readiness scores before and after completing a year in the HIPPY program.



1.2.3. Language, ethnicity, and immigration status

Speaking Spanish is not a risk in supportive environments, but limited English proficiency combined with limited access to physical and educational resources presents clear barriers to helping children become successful in school. Hispanic families have strengths since they highly value their children’s education and have high educational expectations and aspirations for their children (e.g., Ryan et al., 2010). However, Hispanic children in the United States, particularly those with parents who are immigrants, are more likely to be living in poverty, have parents with lower education attainments, have fewer resources, and are less likely to be fluent in English than other immigrant or native-born Hispanic parents (Aud et al., 2013; López and Foster, 2021). At the start of kindergarten, there are significant gaps in reading and math between Hispanic children and their non-Hispanic White American peers (Reardon and Galindo, 2009). Specifically, first- and second-generation immigrants from Mexico and Central America and children from Spanish speaking homes have the lowest math and reading scores when they enter kindergarten (Reardon and Galindo, 2009). Among children with immigrant parents, children with English-speaking parents score higher in school readiness assessments than children with non-English speaking parents (Lahaie, 2008). A National Survey of Children’s Health revealed that 54% of 3- to 5-year-old children from home where English is the primary language were considered healthy and ready to learn compared to 38% of children from homes with a language other than English, but these differences were no longer significant after controlling for socio-demographic factors (Piña et al., 2020).

The language of school readiness assessments should also be considered. At the end of preschool, Latino dual language learners performed as well as their monolingual English-speaking peers on school readiness (López and Foster, 2021). Specifically, Spanish dominant children scored well on assessments in Spanish, but below the norms in English (López and Foster, 2021) highlighting why it is important to assess children in their dominant language or in both languages to fully capture their knowledge. Yet, assessments are typically administered in English since it is the language of instruction in schools in the United States. In the present study, we assessed pre-academic school readiness skills in the family’s primary language.

Home visiting programs can provide resources and information to foster parent–child interaction and skills to foster children’s cognitive development. Giving families the option to receive the program in English and Spanish is culturally responsible, encourages participation, and makes families more likely to benefit from the program. Using parents’ preferred language can also make parents feel more comfortable and confident to complete the program. Because HIPPY focuses on parent–child interactions and home learning activities parents need to understand the activities and skills and be able to apply them so giving them the choice to complete the program in their preferred language can facilitate high quality interactions.

Because language status alone does not place children at risk for not being ready for school (López and Foster, 2021), the current study accounts for the interaction between language and parents’ education by using language as a moderator in the relation between parents’ education and home learning activities and parents’ education and children’s school readiness. Additionally, it evaluated if families receiving the program in English or Spanish are benefitting equitably by examining if language differences are present at posttest.




1.3. Current study

Previous research has found that families’ participation in the HIPPY program increases parent involvement (e.g., Johnson et al., 2012) and children’s school readiness (e.g., Payne et al., 2020). However, limited research demonstrates how the structure of the program, which is built around role playing, modeling, and scaffolding, provides parents learning activities that engage children in these activities directly and contributes to a successful outcome such as school readiness. The current study examines the moderator and mediating effects of language and HLA, respectively, on the relation between parents’ education level and children’s pre-academic school readiness scores within the context of a home visiting program (Figure 1). The study also explores these relations before and after enrolment in the HIPPY home visiting program to assess how families perform at the beginning of the program and if the patterns change by the end of the program year. This knowledge will enhance our understanding of child development and the effectiveness of the HIPPY program and will enable home visiting interventions to better serve families.
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FIGURE 1
 Proposed moderated mediation model of the relationship between parents’ education, language, home learning activities, and children’s school readiness scores.


The research questions addressed are:

	• Do home learning activities mediate the association between parents’ level of education and children’s school readiness and does language moderate the direct and indirect effects of education before the HIPPY program (at pretest)?
	• Do home learning activities mediate the association between parents’ level of education and children’s school readiness and does language moderate the direct and indirect effects of education at the end of the HIPPY program year (at posttest)?
	• To what extent are these relations different at the beginning and end of the HIPPY program year?

We hypothesized that parents’ preferred language for program delivery (i.e., English or Spanish) would moderate the association between parent education and school readiness at pretest. However, we anticipated that increases home learning activities associated with program participation would mediate this relation between language preference and parent education at posttest alleviating the moderating effect of these characteristics on children’s school readiness. We expected different relations at posttest to indicate the program is serving families equitably.




2. Materials and methods


2.1. Participants

Participants were caregivers and their children who were enrolled in the HIPPY program in Texas. Families were recruited for the program across 11 program sites in Texas in communities where children faced a combination of risk factors (i.e., high poverty levels, social isolation, low parent education levels, lack of parent involvement, and lack of English proficiency) that may influence school readiness. Recruitment was conducted by home visitors who were members of the same community with most having been former HIPPY parents enrolled in the program. At enrollment, families could agree to their data being used for research and evaluative purposes. The study and request were approved by the authors University Institutional Review Board. There were 1,325 children who completed the pretest or posttest school readiness assessments, and 1,234 parents who completed the parent involvement assessments. However, only families that had completed the demographic survey and both assessments at pre- and post-test (N = 568 dyads) were included in the analyses. Of the 568 children and parents, 80% were Hispanic. Of the children, 51% were female. At pretest, children were between 36 and 75 months old (Mage = 47.60 months, SD = 7.72) and between 42 and 82 months old (Mage = 55 months, SD = 7.75) at posttest. Most participating adult family members were mothers (95.2%), but other program dyad participants were grandparents (2.3%), fathers (0.8%), legal guardians (0.8%), aunts (0.7%), and stepparents (0.2%). Parents’ highest level of education was categorized into three levels: less than high school (29%), high school (35%), and education beyond high school (36%). Families chose to receive the HIPPY program in Spanish (57%) or English (43%) based on their language preference.



2.2. Procedure

Data were obtained from families enrolled in HIPPY from 11 different sites across the State of Texas during the 2018–2019 program year. Following university IRB approval (IRB protocol 18–253), all HIPPY families provided informed consent during program enrollment, stipulating certain program evaluation data, including all data used for the present study, may be collected and used for research. At the beginning of the program year (August 2018), caregivers completed a demographic survey and the Parent Involvement Inventory (PII; adapted from Britto and Brooks-Gunn, 2003) and home visitors assessed children’s pre-academic skills using the Bracken School Readiness Assessment Third Edition (BSRA-3; Bracken, 2007). Across the 30-week program, home visitors went to the families’ homes once a week and spent 45–60 min introducing and role-playing activities to teach parents’ methods for implementing the curriculum materials with their children. The HIPPY curriculum includes activity packets, books, and materials for teaching math, language, literacy, science, and motor skills. Parents could opt to complete the program and assessments in English or Spanish. After each home visit, parents were encouraged to spend 15–20 min a day, 5 days a week, working on activity packets with their children. At the end of the program year (May 2019), the home visitor completed the BSRA-3 with the children and parents completed the PII in the same language they completed the program.



2.3. Measures


2.3.1. Demographic information

Parents completed a survey with demographic questions when they enrolled in the program. Items included questions about the parents’ and child’s age, race, ethnicity, gender, and primary language, parents’ highest education level, and household size.



2.3.2. Bracken school readiness assessment

The BSRA-3 is a normed measure that assess children’s performance on school readiness skills through the combination of five basic kindergarten academic categories: colors, letters, numbers, sizes, and shapes. The BSRA-3 takes approximately 15 min to complete and consists of 85 items in five sub-tests: colors (10 item), letters (15 items), numbers (18 items), sizes (22 items), and shapes (20 items). The School Readiness Composite (SRC), or raw test score, is calculated by adding the number of correct answers and can range from 0 to 85. SRC scores are converted to standard scores based on the age of the child at the time of assessment to compare the performance of children in the sample to the general population of children of the same age nationwide. Standard scores range from 40 to 160 with a mean of 100 and standard deviation of 15. Five descriptive classifications can be derived from school readiness standard scores: very delayed (40–70), delayed (71–85), average (86–114), advanced (115–129), and very advanced (130–160). Both the English and Spanish versions of the BSRA-3 are valid and reliable across multiple populations (Bracken, 2007; Ortiz et al., 2015). Psychometric properties of the BSRA-3 have demonstrated that children’s performance on the instrument predicts first grade readiness (Panter and Bracken, 2009) and children’s reading readiness at the end of kindergarten (Panter, 2000) The items in our sample had high internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84).



2.3.3. Parent involvement inventory

The PII was used to assess the home learning activities (HLA) parents engaged in. Home visitors read the questions to parents in an interview format and recorded the parents’ answers. The PII takes approximately 15 min to complete and includes seven questions on the frequency of parents’ participation in educational and cognitively stimulating activities with their child. For instance, “How many times have you or someone in your family read to your child in the past week?,” “How often did you teach your child numbers?,” “How often did you do activities with your child that involve making patterns?,” and “How often did you do activities to help your child learn shapes?” The frequency with which parents engage in language, science, math, and spatial skills related activities with their children [0 = not at all, 1 = once or twice, 2 = 3–6 times, and 3 = every day] were examined in the current study. The 14 items included were the frequency of teaching the child letters; teaching words; teaching numbers; teaching shapes; making pattern activities; arranging objects by size, height, or color; doing counting activities; playing with toys for building (e.g., LEGO); playing board games, card games, and puzzles; playing games using dice or number pieces; talked about science or did a science project; reading books; singing songs; and telling stories. An HLA composite score was created for the 14 items and scores could range between 0 and 42. The items had high internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87).




2.4. Data analysis

Two conditional process models that combined simple mediation with moderation were conducted using the PROCESS macro version 4.0 (Hayes, 2022) in the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Indirect effects were tested using a percentile bootstrap estimation approach with 5,000 samples, implemented with the PROCESS macro. For both models, the predictor variable was parents’ education level [levels: High = more than high school (coded 0); Intermediate = high school (coded 1); Low = less than high school (coded 2). The high education group was used as the reference group. The moderator was the language parents’ chose for program participation [0 = English, 1 = Spanish]. For the first model, the mediator was the frequency of HLA at pretest and the outcome variable was children’s pretest standardized school readiness scores. For the second model, the mediator was HLA at posttest and the outcome variable was children’s posttest standardized school readiness scores. Pretest school readiness was the covariate. Each model examined if there was an indirect effect of parents’ education on school readiness through HLA, and if language was changing the strength of the mediation. Additionally, each model also examined the moderating role of language on the direct effect of education on school readiness, that is, if the magnitude of the direct effect was dependent on language.




3. Results


3.1. Preliminary analyses

The composite score for HLA at pretest had an average of 21.96 (SD = 8.72, range = 0 to 45, N = 531) and 27.93 (SD = 7.27, range = 4 to 45, N = 555) at posttest. A paired samples t-test revealed that there was a statistically significant increase in HLA scores from pretest to posttest, t(499) = 15.48, p < 0.001, d = 0.69. Children’s pretest school readiness pretest scores ranged between 49 and 128 with an average of 85.05 (SD = 14.44), which is 1 standard deviation below the average. The descriptive classifications corresponding to children’s standard scores indicated that 15.8% of children were very delayed, 38.4% delayed, 41.1% average, and 4.5% advanced. At the posttest, standard school readiness ranged between 43 and 139 with an average of 96.71 (SD = 16.18). The descriptive classifications indicated that 5.2% of children were very delayed, 18.7% delayed, 62.2% average, 11.5% advanced, and 2.3% very advanced. Children’s school readiness scores also improved significantly from pretest to posttest, t(596) = 21.95, p < 0.001, d = 0.90. Correlations between the variables used in the models are shown on Table 1.



TABLE 1 Correlation matrix of variables used in the models.
[image: Correlation matrix showing relationships between five variables: pretest home learning activities score, pretest children’s school readiness score, posttest home learning activities score, posttest children’s school readiness score, and parents’ education level. Notable correlations include pretest and posttest learning scores at 0.39, posttest readiness scores at 0.63, and negative correlations with parents' education level. Significance level is indicated by double asterisks for p < 0.001.]



3.2. Model building

The conditional process models were built systematically. First, a linear regression was run to examine parent involvement predicted children’s school readiness scores. Parents’ education level significantly predicted children’s pretest school readiness scores, F(1,596) = 57.30, p < 0.001. Parents’ education level accounted for 8.8% of the explained variability in school readiness. For each change in education level (high to intermediate to low) school readiness scores decrease by 5.25 points. Next, language was included as a moderator between parents’ education and children’s school readiness. There was an interaction between parents’ education (high vs. intermediate) and language (p = 0.017). Then, HLA was included as a mediator between parents’ education and school readiness, without program language as a moderator. HLA mediated the relation between parents’ education level (high vs. intermediate) and children’s school readiness scores, (B = −1.61, SE = 0.46, 95% CI [−2.59, −0.81]) and between parents’ education (high vs. low) and school readiness (B = −2.13, SE = 0.52, 95% CI [−3.25, −1.21]). Finally, the full model was run including mediation and moderation.



3.3. Model 1: pretest school readiness

Moderated mediation analysis was used to examine if parents’ involvement in HLA mediates the effect of parents’ education level on children’s school readiness scores at pretest and if the direct and indirect effects were moderated by program language. The path diagram with corresponding coefficients is shown in Figure 2.

[image: Flowchart illustrating the relationship between parents' education, language, and children's pretest school readiness scores. Arrows labeled with numerical values show the effects of pretest home learning activities and various parent education levels, highlighting factors like "High vs Intermediate x Language" and "High vs Low x Language."]

FIGURE 2
 Path diagram of the relation between parents’ education, program language, and home learning activities on children’s school readiness scores at pretest. Solid dark arrows represent statistically significant paths.


Results indicate that the mean difference in HLA between families reporting intermediate and high levels of education was 2.50 ([β = −0.34], SE = 1.17, t = −2.14, p = 0.033) and between families reporting low and high levels of education was 1.47 ([β = −0.29], SE = 01.83, t = −0.80, p = 0.422). Program language had a significant effect on HLA (B = −4.66, [β = −0.27], SE = 1.27, t = −3.68, p < 0.001). However, the interactions between parents’ education level (high vs. intermediate and high vs. low) and language were not statistically significant, p = 0.635 and p = 0.390, respectively (Figure 3). The effect of HLA on school readiness, controlling for parents’ education was statistically significant (B = 0.31, [β = 0.19], SE = 0.07, t = 4.44, p < 0.001).

[image: Line graph showing Home Learning Activities Scores from pretest to posttest. Five groups improve over time: High/English, Intermediate/English, Low/English, High/Spanish, Intermediate/Spanish, and Low/Spanish. High/English scores are the highest, and Low/Spanish the lowest.]

FIGURE 3
 Mean home learning activities scores at pretest and posttest by education level and language.


HLA mediated the relation between parents’ education and children’s school readiness scores for families completing the program in Spanish. The indirect effect of parents’ education (high compared to intermediate) on children’s school readiness through HLA was statistically significant, B = −1.04, (β = −0.07), SE = 0.51, 95% CI [−2.14, −0.17]. Compared to a family with high levels of education, a child from a family with intermediate levels of education completing the program in Spanish is estimated to differ by 1.04 points in their school readiness score as a result of more HLA for the high education group which in turn translates into higher school readiness scores. The indirect effect of parents’ education (high compared to low) on children’s school readiness through HLA was also statistically significant, B = −1.05, (β = −0.07), SE = 0.47, 95% CI [−2.11, −0.24]. For families completing the program in English, HLA mediated the relation between parents’ education (high compared to intermediate) and children’s school readiness scores, B = −0.78, (β = −0.05), SE = 0.40, 95% CI [−1.65, −0.08], but not for the high compared to low parents’ education group, B = −0.46, (β = −0.03), SE = 0.59, 95% CI [−1.69, 0.73].

The relation between language and school readiness was statistically significant (B = −9.02, [β = −0.31], SE = 2.07, t = −4.35, p < 0.001), which suggests that among families with high levels of education, children who received the program in English compared to Spanish are estimated to differ by 9.02 points on school readiness scores. Language moderated the effect of high education compared to intermediate education on children’s school readiness, (B = 6.89, [β = 0.25], SE = 2.83, t = 2.43, p = 0.015). The difference in school readiness scores between intermediate and high education changes by 6.89 points from English to Spanish. Language also moderates the effect of low education compared to high education on children’s school readiness, (B = 7.54, [β = 0.26], SE = 3.57, t = 2.43, p = 0.035). The difference between low and education is estimated to change by 7.54 points from English to Spanish.

For families completing the program in English, children with parents in the intermediate education group are estimated to score 10.82 points lower in school readiness than children from families with high levels of education, see Figure 4. The relative conditional direct effect was statistically significant, (B = −10.82, [β = −0.78], SE = 1.90, t = −5.70, p < 0.001). Similarly, children with families in the low education group are estimated to score 10.05 points lower in school readiness than children in high education families. The relative conditional direct effect was statistically significant, (B = −10.05, [β = −0.70], SE = 2.95, t = −3.41, p = 0.001). For families completing the program in Spanish, the relative conditional direct effects were not statistically significant for families in the intermediate education group compared to the high education group (B = −3.93, [β = −0.27], SE = 2.13, t = −1.85, p = 0.065) or the low education group compared to the high education group (B = −2.50, [β = −0.17], SE = 2.04, t = −1.23, p = 0.219).

[image: Line graph showing School Readiness Standard Scores from pretest to posttest. Six lines represent different language proficiency levels: High/English, Intermediate/English, Low/English, High/Spanish, Intermediate/Spanish, Low/Spanish. All lines indicate score improvements, with High/English showing the largest increase.]

FIGURE 4
 Program language was a significant moderator of the relation between parents’ education and children’s school readiness scores at pretest but not at posttest.




3.4. Model 2: posttest school readiness

Moderated mediation analysis was used to examine if HLA at posttest mediated the relation between parents’ education and children’s posttest scores in school readiness and if the effect was moderated by program language, controlling for pretest scores. Figure 5 presents the path diagram with unstandardized coefficients. The mean difference in HLA at posttest between families with intermediate and high levels of education (p = 0.664) and between families from low and high levels of education (p = 0.801) were not statistically significant. The interaction between parents’ education level (high vs. intermediate) and language was statistically significant (B = −3.63, [β = −0.25], SE = 1.52, t = −1.55, p = 0.017). The effect of HLA on school readiness posttest scores, controlling for parents’ education, was statistically significant (B = 0.20, [β = 0.10], SE = 0.08, t = 2.67, p = 0.001).

[image: Diagram illustrating the interaction effects of parents' education and language on posttest home learning activities and children's posttest school readiness scores. Path coefficients are shown, such as -0.45 for high versus intermediate education, and 1.45 for the interaction of education and language affecting school readiness scores. Arrows indicate the direction of influence between variables, with values including 1.17 and -1.52 impacting school readiness scores.]

FIGURE 5
 Path diagram of the relation between parents’ education, program language, and posttest home learning activities on children’s posttest school readiness scores. Dark arrows represent significant paths; light gray arrows represent non-significant paths.


Children from families with intermediate levels of education receiving the program in English were estimated to score 1.17 points higher on school readiness than children from high education families, but this relative conditional direct effect was not statistically significant ([β = 0.03], SE = 1.81, t = 0.65, p = 0.517). Children from families with low education level receiving the program in English were estimated to score 1.52 points lower on school readiness than children from families with high education level, but the relative conditional effect was not statistically significant, ([β = −0.10], SE = 3.16, t = −0.48, p = 0.631).

The index of moderated mediation (−0.73) was statistically significant, SE = 0.42, 95% CI [−1.68, −0.06]. The indirect effect of parents’ education (high compared to intermediate) on children’s school readiness through HLA for families completing the program in Spanish was statistically significant, B = −0.81, (β = −0.05), SE = 0.38, 95% CI [−1.66, −0.17]. The indirect effect of parents’ education (high compared to low) on children’s school readiness through HLA was also statistically significant, B = −0.55, (β = −0.04), SE = 0.32, 95% CI [−1.30, −0.05]. For families completing the program in English, the indirect effects of parents’ education (high compared to intermediate and high compared to low) on children’s school readiness through HLA were not statistically significant.

Language did not moderate the direct effect of intermediate education compared to high education on children’s posttest school readiness scores (B = −1.34, [β = −0.02], SE = 2.68, t = −0.50 p = 0.618) or the effect of high education compared to low education on children’s school readiness (B = 1.45, [β = 0.05], SE = 3.68, t = 0.39, p = 0.695), Figure 4.




4. Discussion

The goal of the present study was to examine the relation between parents’ education level, program language, HLA, and school readiness before and after completing a year of the HIPPY program for a predominately Hispanic sample in Texas. At pretest, program language moderated the direct relation between parents’ education level and school readiness but did not moderate the indirect relation between education and school readiness through HLA. At posttest, language no longer moderated the association between parents’ education and school readiness but moderated the indirect relation between education and school readiness through parent involvement for families completing the program in Spanish. These findings provide a better understanding of the variables associated with school readiness for families enrolled in the HIPPY program.

Consistent with previous HIPPY evaluations, school readiness scores improved from pretest to posttest (e.g., Palladino, 2015). Based on descriptive classifications corresponding to school readiness scores, at pretest, 55% of children were delayed or very delayed but at posttest, only 24% were delayed or very delayed. Notably, unlike other studies and HIPPY evaluations that used teacher ratings to assess children’s school readiness (Johnson et al., 2012; Brown and Johnson, 2014), we used BSRA-3 standard scores that accounted for children’s age at assessment which provided a more robust measure of children’s performance and skills. HLA also improved from pretest to posttest, which was consistent with previous research on the effect of HIPPY on parents’ behaviors (Johnson et al., 2012; Brown and Johnson, 2014; Palladino, 2015).

At pretest, the direct effects of parents’ education level on school readiness were statistically significant and had large effects suggesting that a lot of the difference in school readiness scores could be attributed to education. Our findings are consistent with previous studies that have found associations between parents’ education level attainment and school readiness (e.g., West et al., 2000; Ghandour et al., 2021). Children’s scores improved regardless of their parents’ level of education. Notably, at posttest there the direct effects were no longer statistically significant, suggesting that the program is providing equitable support to families from different educational backgrounds.

Language moderated the relation between education and school readiness at pretest. The difference was particularly salient for the high education group completing the program in English, since their children had the highest school readiness scores. At posttest, however, language no longer moderated the relation between parents’ education and school readiness. Regardless of language, children of parents with different education attainment levels had similar posttest school readiness standard scores which suggests that HIPPY is serving families equitably in both languages. These findings also highlight why interventions and assessments should be conducted in families’ primary language. Assessing children in their primary language can help disentangle low academic skills and low English proficiency (López and Foster, 2021).

At pretest, parents with high levels of education were more likely to engage their children in educational activities than parents with intermediate levels of education. At posttest, however, there were no significant differences HLA based on parents’ highest education level. This information has practical implications because it suggests that intervention programs such as HIPPY that focus on supporting parents in developing their children’s pre-academic skills can encourage parents from different educational backgrounds to become more involved in HLA.

Furthermore, HLA was associated with children’s school readiness scores, regardless of parents’ highest level of education and language. This is consistent with previous research that has found a relation between HLA and school readiness (e.g., Fantuzzo et al., 2000; Evans, 2004) and supports the claim that promoting HLA by finding ways to get parents to engage more with their children is a strategy to improve children’s school readiness. Early interventions aimed toward enhancing parent engagement in learning activities can improve children’s cognitive skills, especially among low SES families (Marti et al., 2018). HIPPY home visitors emphasize that the skills and activities parents learn during home visits are not limited to the activity packets and the curriculum but can and should be applied during day-to-day activities without the need of elaborate materials. For instance, parents are encouraged to talk about shapes and colors when they are at the grocery store, cooking dinner, or driving. By noticing that they can use any opportunity to teach their children and engage them in conversations, parents become more involved in their child’s education and gain more confidence, self-efficacy, and embrace the idea that they are their children’s first teachers. These formal and informal learning interactions are likely helping children in their cognitive development.

Previous studies report that having a stimulating learning environment mediated the association between income and school readiness (e.g., Yeung et al., 2002). We extend these findings by using parents’ education level instead of income and by examining if language moderated the mediation both before and after enrollment in a HIPPY program year. At pretest, the Spanish group scored 4.66 points lower on HLA than the English group, but there was no interaction between education and language. At posttest, however, the indirect effect of parent education on school readiness through HLA operated to varying degrees depending on language. For the English group, language did not moderate the relation between education and HLA; that is, all education groups reported similar HLA. For the Spanish group, the high education group scored as high as the English groups, but the low and intermediate groups reported significantly lower HLA. Even though parent involvement of intermediate and low education families who completed the program in Spanish increased significantly from pretest to posttest, more effort should be made to support and encourage them to engage in more HLA during the program.

Notably, cultural and SES differences need to be considered to understand parents’ interactions with their children and to deliver a program that will help them benefit the most. Hispanic parents, particularly immigrants, are less likely to engage in HLA associated with developmental skills necessary to succeed in the US education system (Padilla and Ryan, 2020; López and Foster, 2021). For example, many Hispanic parents report that their parents did not read to them when they were growing up (Reese and Gallimore, 2000; Gillanders and Jiménez, 2004), which is likely why they do not include reading in children’s daily routines. Some Hispanic parents also believe that academic instruction should occur at school, so they do not instruct their children at home to not interfere with the teacher’s work (Reese and Gallimore, 2000).

On the other hand, more recent studies suggest that Hispanic mothers display resiliency and creativity to find ways to engage their children in home literacy activities even when they have limited English proficiency or books at home. Providing programs in Spanish for Hispanic families with Spanish-speaking home visitors may create a context in which the role-played parent–child interactions seem more culturally accepted. HIPPY shows parents that they are their children’s first teachers and gives them resources, training, and guidance to engage with their children at home in developmentally appropriate activities. The role-playing activities helps parents feel empowered and gain self-confidence and self-efficacy to teach their children (Nievar et al., 2011; Nathans et al., 2020) in the comfort of their home and with a peer from their community. HIPPY also provides developmentally appropriate resources and books in Spanish which is important because families report difficulty finding books in Spanish (Schick and Melzi, 2016; Avelar et al., in revision) but would read more if they had more books in Spanish (Coba-Rodriguez and Jarrett, 2022). When parents are encouraged to engage with their children in their native language, they can have more meaningful and language-rich conversations (Place and Hoff, 2011; Hammer et al., 2012), which in turn will help children’s cognitive development. However, providing materials, books, and activities to parents in a language in which they are not proficient, limits engagement in meaningful interactions.


4.1. Limitations and future directions

Because the current study used a pretest-posttest design and there was no randomization or control group, the findings do not explain causation and only reveal differences among families enrolled in HIPPY. Future studies should examine these relations to better understand the causal nature of the HIPPY program.

We operationally defined HLA as the frequency of engaging children in language and math related activities at home based on a self-report survey. As with any self-report measure, it is possible that parents may have reported the frequency of different activities inaccurately due to social desirability, difficulty recalling frequencies of each activity, or misunderstanding the questions. Furthermore, the current study only focused on frequency with which parents engage in activities with their children but examining the quality of these interactions is also important. Future studies should examine not only how frequently parents interact with their children but also how they interact, as quality may be playing a more important role in promoting school readiness skills than frequency. Future studies could also examine if there are certain behaviors or activities that have the largest impact on school readiness, or if it is a combination of different types of activities and engagement with children that drive this association. Finally, while this study focused only on parents’ or primary caregivers and how they interacted with their children, other family members could be engaging in learning activities with children, and this could also be affecting children’s outcomes. Thus, it is important to account for how HIPPY changes family interactions with children.

HIPPY focuses on helping parents to become more involved in educational activities with their children not only by completing the weekly activity packets, but also by participating in other activities outside the home. Parents attend group meetings with other parents in various places throughout the community to acquaint them with other HIPPY parents, which also serves to familiarize and establish comfort in visiting other places in their community. Families also attend field trips to libraries, museums, or zoos in their community where they are exposed to settings they would likely not visit on their own. Home visitors guide them and show them how to interact with their children with the hope that they will want to return with their family and provide rich learning activities for their children. Future research should investigate how home much involving parents in outside activities and with other parents contributes to parent involvement.

In this study, we focused on cognitive pre-academic skills that help children be ready for school entry using the BSRA-3. However, other measures such as teacher ratings could provide additional information of children’s school readiness. Given that behavioral and socioemotional skills are also key components of school readiness, future studies should also examine how they are associated with parents’ education level, language, and HLA. Children in this study were assessed in the language in which they completed the program. When children were assessed in Spanish, they performed comparably to English-speaking children in school readiness pre-academic skills. However, if Spanish-speaking children are assessed in English when they enter school, they may not have the necessary vocabulary to perform well in assessments even though they possess content knowledge. This has important implications and practical considerations for evaluations and avenues of future research, such as investigating how quickly children can transfer their knowledge from one language to another.




5. Conclusion

HLA plays a critical role in children’s school readiness. Even though school readiness is associated with parents’ education and language, providing parents the support they need early during development, helps parents interact with their children in fun learning activities, makes an important contribution preparing children for school, and, in turn, may have a long-term effect on academic achievement. Our findings highlight the vital role that the frequency of engagement in educational activities plays on children’s cognitive pre-academic skills. HIPPY is benefiting both English and Spanish speaking parents and children by helping parents to engage in more learning activities with their children. Even though the findings are for families enrolled in HIPPY, findings are also relevant for other programs, particularly those who work with similar populations as those enrolled in HIPPY. Programs such as HIPPY can work with parents to address the inequity of access by providing learning resources and training to promote student learning. The more relationships between family characteristics, HLA, and school readiness are understood, the better equipped families will be to support their children in school preparation.
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Introduction: This study examined the interplay between parenting styles, empathy, and aggressive behavior in Chinese preschool children aged 3–5 years.
Methods: Data were collected from 87 participants using the Child Behavior Checklist, Children’s Empathy Quotient, and Parenting Style Questionnaire, and were subsequently analyzed.
Results: The findings revealed significant age and gender differences in empathy, but not in parenting styles or aggressive behavior. Additionally, a substantial correlation was identified between authoritarian parenting style and aggressive behavior, as well as between children’s empathy levels and aggressive behavior. This indicates that empathy may act as a mediator between parenting style and aggressive behavior.
Discussion: Our findings suggest that an authoritarian parenting style influences aggressive behavior both directly and indirectly through its effect on children’s empathy. These results point toward the possibility that an authoritarian parenting style may stifle the development of empathy in preschool children, subsequently heightening their aggressive behavior.
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1. Introduction

Aggressive behavior (AB), characterized by an individual’s intentional infliction of physical or mental harm on others or unlawful possession of their property, defies social norms (Perlman and Hirdes, 2010). The majority of studies investigating antisocial behavior prevalence and its progression during early to middle childhood have primarily concentrated on aggressive antisocial behavior. Previous studies have shown that aggression develops at an early age, and that there is a degree of continuity in general aggressive behavior from childhood and adolescence to adulthood (Wahl and Metzner, 2012). An alarmingly high prevalence of aggressive tendencies has been observed in children and has emerged as a pressing public health issue in recent years (Ahemaitijiang et al., 2021). Caims (1979) pointed out that the frequency of aggressive behavior is highest in preschool children and decreases linearly with age. The detection rate of preschool children’s behavioral problems in China reached 14.8% (Yajing et al., 2019), which is higher than the 8–10% reported in Western countries (Wichstrøm et al., 2017). Research on children’s aggressive behavior found that boys were generally more aggressive than girls (Zhang et al., 2003; Yokota, 2017). Aggressive behavior has been identified as an important precursor to numerous social maladjustments, such as juvenile delinquency, peer rejection, and various criminal activities (Reijntjes et al., 2011; Burt et al., 2016).

Parenting style represents the family emotional context in which parent-child interactions take place (Park and Walton-Moss, 2012). The parenting style model developed by Baumrind is the most widely cited. According to a number of relevant dimensions (i.e., acceptance, control, demandingness and disciplinary practices), Baumrind (1968) proposed the three prototypes of parenting style as authoritative, authoritarian and permissive. Authoritarian parents emphasize discipline and obedience. They are less likely to discuss rules with their children and believe in strict adherence to their rules. The parenting environment they provide is distant, cold and limited to one-way communication. In contrast, authoritative parents are more democratic and concerned with explaining the rules and helping the child understand the reasons behind them, rather than strictly following the rules. This is conceptually different from authoritarian parenting in that these parents use two-way communication and reasoning with their children. Based on Maccoby and Martin (1983) proposed a two-dimensional model (parental responsiveness and parental demandingness) and created a typology of four parenting styles: authoritative (parental warmth and parental strictness together), authoritarian (parental strictness but not parental warmth), indulgent (parental warmth but not parental strictness) and neglectful (neither parental warmth nor parental strictness). Based on these models, a considerable number of studies have investigated the influence of parenting on children’s emotional and behavioral development (Perez-Gramaje et al., 2020).

Parenting style has been found to significantly impact the aggressive behavior exhibited by children and adolescents (Lemola et al., 2012; Davies et al., 2019; Qi, 2019). Parental behaviors involving punishment, rejection, or exclusion and other negative parenting styles can induce children and adolescents to mimic delinquent behaviors, intensify hostile emotions and cognitive attributions (Gershoff, 2002; Goulter et al., 2020), stifle and obstruct the growth of emotional and behavioral regulation abilities (Thibodeau et al., 2015; Ganiban et al., 2021), thereby facilitating the emergence of aggressive behaviors (Zhang et al., 2016; Ahemaitijiang et al., 2021). For instance, children who endured severe maltreatment during their early years are prone to display heightened antisocial aggressive behavior (Masud et al., 2019). In contrast, positive parenting styles, such as parental nurturing and appropriate restraint, have demonstrated a deterring effect on antisocial behavior (Criss et al., 2010; Kostulski et al., 2021). Moreover, parenting style not only influences the evolution of children’s social behavior but also their empathy capabilities (Schaffer et al., 2009). Prior researches suggest that parenting serves as a typical extrinsic factor shaping children’s empathy development, with supportive parenting styles exhibiting a positive correlation with children’s empathetic traits (Knafo and Plomin, 2006; Movsesjan et al., 2014; Ma et al., 2020), which are crucial for the progression of aggressive behavior.

Empathy is defined as an individual’s capacity to acknowledge and comprehend the thoughts and emotions of others, and to evaluate and identify problems from others’ perspectives (Decety and Jackson, 2010). It is postulated as a potent mitigator for the development of severe behavioral issues in children (Combe, 2021). Children demonstrating high levels of empathy are more sensitive to others’ emotional states, and this shared emotional recognition can stimulate prosocial behavior while suppressing detrimental actions toward others (Eisenberg et al., 2004; Combe, 2021). Many studies have pointed out that preschoolers’ cognitive and emotional empathy abilities improved significantly with age (Decety and Svetlova, 2012). The main factor influencing the development of emotional empathy in adolescents is the increase in age, and the development of empathy will gradually show gender differences with age. Research on gender differences in empathy has yielded fruitful results. Most studies show that the level of empathy is higher in girls than in boys (Auyeung et al., 2009) while other few studies found no gender differences (Volbrecht et al., 2007). This may be because there are different components of empathy, and the different components may show different gender differences.

While numerous studies have explored the connections between parenting style, empathy, and aggressive behavior, the results have been inconsistent. For example, Miller et al. (2014) found that the impact of various parenting styles on children’s conduct problems depends on their level of empathy. Conversely, Avc and Sak (2021) found no mediating effect of empathy between parenting styles and aggression. Moreover, the majority of these studies primarily focused on adolescents, largely neglecting younger children. Currently, no research has been undertaken specifically on preschool children to examine the intricate relationships between these three factors. Considering that aggressive behaviors in children can surface as early as two years old and rapidly escalate throughout the preschool years (Zhang et al., 2003), the influence of parental behaviors at this stage could present a window of opportunity to modify the trajectory of conduct problems. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the relationships between parenting style, aggressive behavior, and empathy among preschool children. This focus might provide a more effective framework for understanding the mechanisms underlying the development of children’s aggressive behavior.

In this study, we consider a sample of Chinese preschool children aged between 3 and 5 years to explore the effects of parenting style and children’s empathy levels on their aggressive behavior. We also aim to uncover the interaction mechanisms between these influencing factors. Based on a review of the existing literature (Miller et al., 2014), we hypothesize that empathy level acts as a mediator between parenting style and children’s aggressive behavior.



2. Materials and methods


2.1. Sample and procedure

A total of 94 preschool children aged 3–5 years were selected from a kindergarten in Chengde, China, employing a cluster sampling approach. Parents were given questionnaires, and after excluding incomplete or repetitive responses, we analyzed data from 87 participants, resulting in a response rate of 92.6%. The participant cohort comprised 30 children aged 3 (Mage = 3.7, SD = 0.19, 53.3% boys), 28 aged 4 (Mage = 4.7, SD = 0.18, 46.4% boys), and 29 aged 5 (Mage = 5.6, SD = 0.19, 37.9% boys). The primary caregivers, while at the kindergarten, provided demographic information and completed the questionnaires anonymously. They could withdraw their participation at any stage, and the completed questionnaires were collected immediately. The survey was conducted following obtaining consent from both the kindergarten and the children’s parents or primary caregivers. The Academic Ethics Committee of Xiamen Medical College granted approval for this study.



2.2. Measures


2.2.1. Child behavior checklist

The Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) compiled by Achenbach (2011), was used to evaluate children’s aggressive behavior. This scale, designed for parents, teachers, and children over 10 years old, is a recognized tool for child behavior assessment. The parent form of the CBCL-Aggression Subscale assesses preschool children’s aggressive behavior, featuring 28 items such as “My child physically assaults others.” The scale utilizes a 3-point Likert scale (1 = rarely or never, 3 = most of the time or always), with higher scores indicating higher aggression levels. This study utilized the parent form of the CBCL-Aggression Subscale, demonstrating a high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.91).



2.2.2. Children’s empathy quotient

The Children’s Empathy Quotient (EQ-C) developed by Auyeung et al. (2009) and translated into Chinese by Peng (2017), was employed to measure children’s empathy. The EQ-C comprises 27 items, e.g., “My child likes to look after other people.” The guardians of the child complete the measure using a 4-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). Higher scores signify a higher level of children’s empathy. In this study, the Cronbach’s α of the scale was 0.79. Despite poor discrimination for items 9, 15, 22, and 23 [t statistics non-significant level (p > 0.05)], these items were not eliminated to maintain comparison consistency with existing literature. The Cronbach’s α of the scale improved (above 0.8) after deleting these four items.



2.2.3. Parenting style questionnaire

Parenting styles were assessed using the Parenting Style Questionnaire compiled by Chen and Luster (1999), encompassing authoritative, authoritarian, and laissez-faire dimensions. However, only the authoritative and authoritarian styles were investigated in this study, reflecting the modern parenting trend where parents prioritize their children’s education and seldom adopt a laissez-faire style (Gong, 2006). The questionnaire includes 40 items such as “I have patience with children.” A 5-point Likert scale (1 = completely non-compliant, 5 = fully compliant) was used. The Cronbach’s α for the authoritative dimension was 0.90, for the authoritarian dimension was 0.85, and the overall Cronbach’s α was 0.80.




2.3. Statistical analysis

Data was analyzed using SPSS 20.0. The analysis incorporated multivariate analysis of variance, partial correlation analysis, and multiple regression analysis. Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05. Means and standard deviations were used to describe the study variables, and partial correlation coefficients were applied to analyze the correlations between variables.




3. Results


3.1. Descriptive statistics and variance analysis

Parental educational levels were categorized as follows: 1 = never went to school; 2 = sixth grade or less; 3 = more than sixth grade, but did not graduate high school; 4 = high school graduate; 5 = college or university graduate; 6 = professional training beyond a 4-year college. The most frequent level of education for both fathers and mothers was 4, indicating high school level education. The mean level of average parental education was 4.2 (SD = 0.84), signifying some level of post-high school education. Accounting for parental education as a covariate, the means, standard deviations, and results from the variance analysis are displayed in Table 1. There was a significant effect of age on children’s empathy levels (p < 0.01, ?2 = 0.21). Post hoc tests using Tukey-HSD showed that the empathy levels of 3-year-old children were lower than those of 4- and 5-year-old children (p3–4 < 0.001, p3–5 < 0.01), with no significant difference detected between the 4- and 5-year-old groups. Additionally, the main effect of gender on empathy was significant (p < 0.01, Cohen’s d = 0.65), suggesting that girls demonstrated higher empathy levels than boys.


TABLE 1    Descriptive statistics, variance analysis between variables.

[image: Table comparing boys and girls aged three to five on parenting styles (authoritative, authoritarian), empathy quotient (EQ), and aggressive behavior (AB). Scores are shown with standard deviations. Statistical significance is noted, with ** indicating p < 0.01.]



3.2. Partial correlation analysis

In the correlation and mediation analyses, gender, age, and parental education were used as control variables. The partial correlation results (see Table 2) indicated a positive correlation between children’s empathy and authoritative parenting style, whereas negative correlations were found with the authoritarian parenting style and aggressive behavior. The correlation between authoritarian parenting style and aggressive behavior was significant, which was not the case for the authoritative parenting style. These results suggest that children’s empathy might mediate the relationship between the authoritarian parenting style (but not the authoritative style) and children’s aggressive behavior.


TABLE 2    Correlation between variables.

[image: Correlation table showing relationships between Authoritative, Authoritarian, EQ, and AB. Authoritative correlates negatively with Authoritarian (-0.28*) and positively with EQ (0.48***). Authoritarian correlates negatively with EQ (-0.42***) and positively with AB (0.42**). EQ has a negative correlation with AB (-0.33**). Significance levels: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.]



3.3. Mediation analyses

Controlling for gender, age, and parental education, the mediation effect was analyzed using regression (see Table 3). The regression coefficient of aggression on authoritarian parenting style was significant (c = 0.43, t = 4.07, p < 0.001). Additionally, the regression coefficients of empathy on authoritarian style (a = −0.40, t = −4.10, p < 0.001) and aggression on empathy (b = −0.36, t = −3.10, p < 0.01) were significant, suggesting a significant indirect effect. Further analysis showed that the regression coefficient of aggressive behavior on authoritarian parenting style remained significant (c’ = 0.43, t = 4.06, p < 0.001), indicating a significant direct effect, with ab and c’ differing in direction. These results suggest that children’s empathy partially mediates the relationship between authoritarian parenting style and aggressive behavior in a negative manner, accounting for 33% of the total effect. Conversely, the regression coefficient of aggression on authoritative parenting style was not significant (c = −0.21, t = −1.87, p > 0.05).


TABLE 3    Regression analysis of the mediating effect of empathy.

[image: Table showing predictor variables, outcome variables, goodness of fit index, and regression coefficients. Authoritarian predicts AB with R² 0.16, F 5.59, β 0.43, t 4.07. Predicts EQ with R² 0.12, F 9.32, β −0.40, t −4.10. Predicts AB again with R² 0.20, F 5.41, β 0.43, t 4.06. EQ predicts with β −0.36, t −3.10. Significance at p < 0.01, p < 0.001.]




4. Discussion


4.1. Child empathy, aggression, and parenting styles: developmental trends

Our preliminary analysis uncovered no significant age or sex differences in parenting styles, mirroring the findings of Gong (2006). Such uniformity could be attributed to contemporary Chinese family structures, typically comprising one or two children, leading parents to invest equally in their child’s upbringing, irrespective of gender. Moreover, since the children in our study were preschoolers, their kindergarten experiences, including learning tasks and other facets, might lack sufficient variability to elicit distinctive parenting styles based on age. Intriguingly, we observed no significant age or gender differences in children’s aggressive behavior either, contrasting with earlier studies (Zhang et al., 2003; Yokota, 2017). We speculate that this may be due to the homogeneity of parenting styles, which fails to delineate differences in aggressive behavior by age or gender.

Contrastingly, significant age and gender differences were observed in children’s empathic tendencies. Specifically, 4- and 5-year-olds exhibited higher empathy levels than 3-year-olds, implying that children’s ability to understand and share others’ emotions improves with age, likely due to maturing cognitive and emotional capacities. Additionally, girls showed higher empathy levels than boys, aligning with prior studies (O’Brien et al., 2013; Sandy et al., 2017; Agnieszka et al., 2020). Such findings imply that gender disparities in empathy emerge as early as ages 3 to 5, potentially stemming from societal expectations of differing gender roles. Cultural norms often encourage girls to be more empathetic and care for others, while boys are urged to be analytical and practical (Lam et al., 2012). According to gender role socialization theory, parents’ rearing pattern of their children is influenced by gender stereotypes, resulting in different parenting needs for boys and girls (Hastings and Derose, 2005). Parents of girls are more likely to emphasize prosocial behaviors and are more likely to talk to girls about other people’s feelings, especially emotional feelings, which will strengthen girls’ ability to be attentive to the needs of others (Coltrane and Adams, 2008). Parents of boys place more emphasis on independence and exploration. As part of the social environment, children are influenced by their parents’ different upbringing, so that both sexes gradually accept different gender role norms in the process of socialization. When women successfully internalize gender roles, they tend to be more sensitive than men to the needs of others in the process of communication, including sensitivity to the emotions of others, especially the negative emotions of others (Jiajin et al., 2010).

The observed gender difference in empathy, despite uniform parenting styles, hints at influences beyond societal role expectations, possibly including inherent physiological factors (Field et al., 2007). Neurobiological research has linked empathy disparities between genders to hormonal factors (Lutchmaya et al., 2002; Honk et al., 2011). For instance, the hormone oxytocin reportedly enhances emotional empathy, while testosterone negatively impacts cognitive empathy, thus contributing to noticeable empathy differences between genders (Chapman et al., 2006; Honk et al., 2011). This biological evidence supports the idea that innate physiological traits partly explain gender differences in empathy. To some extent, the gender differences of empathy in present study may also be attributed to the physiological factors.



4.2. Empathy as a mediator

Parenting style is generally considered to have a significant impact on children’s aggressive behavior (Ahemaitijiang et al., 2021). In this study, we found a significant negative correlation between authoritarian parenting style and children’s aggressive behavior, while no correlation was found between authoritative parenting and children’s aggressive behavior. Authoritarian parents who demand absolute obedience from their children, even resorting to threats and punishment, and rarely consider the children’s needs and wishes, may inadvertently breed aggressive behavior. Furthermore, parenting styles are significantly correlated with children’s empathy level, with children’s empathy being positively correlated with authoritative parenting styles and negatively with authoritarian styles. This aligns with existing studies, signifying that different parenting styles yield different impacts on empathy (Jolliffe and Farrington, 2004; Pinquart, 2017).

Authoritative parents get along with children in an accepting and warm way and the encouragement and warmth from parents can promote the development of children’s empathy (Ma et al., 2020). Because in this parenting way, children’s own feelings are accepted and they are more inclined to emotionally understand and accept others. Inversely, when children are treated negatively and rudely, the development of their empathy ability will be negatively affected. Moreover, children’s empathy level also showed a significantly negative correlation with their aggressive behavior, matching previous findings (Shaleh and Binti, 2021; Gómez-Leal et al., 2022). Highly empathetic children are more attuned to others’ emotions and needs, thus promoting prosocial behaviors while avoiding or reducing aggression toward others. On the other hand, children with low empathy are less capable of perceiving emotional information, resulting in more aggressive antisocial behaviors. These results bolster the notion that empathy plays a vital role in fostering moral behavior development and social adaptation in individuals (Vachon et al., 2014).

Previous studies have focused on the influence of parenting style and empathy on children’s aggressive behavior, but this study’s regression analysis results validated that empathy plays a mediating role between parenting style and aggressive behavior in preschool children. Specifically, children’s empathy level plays a partially negative mediating role between authoritarian parenting style and children’s aggressive behavior, consistent with Miller, Johnston, and Pasalich (Miller et al., 2014). The more authoritarian parenting is, the more children’s aggressive behavior will be, and this effect is mediated by the reduction of children’s empathy level due to authoritarian parenting. Overly authoritarian approaches disrupt the intimate balance between children and parents, impacting children’s empathy ability, and thereby increasing children’s aggressive behavior (Yoo et al., 2013).

In current research, there is a controversial subject about which parenting style is associated with better psychosocial adjustment of the child. Contrary to previous suggestions that parental strictness and coercion may be beneficial in raising aggressive adolescents, there are findings that highlight the positive impact of parental warmth without strictness, even with aggressive adolescents (Perez-Gramaje et al., 2020). This may be due to the fact that the subjects were at different ages, which shows that we should adopt different appropriate ways of bringing up children and adolescents. At the preschool stage, parents should minimize authoritarian behavior and emotionally accept children, respect their preferences and opinions, encourage self-expression and respond efficiently to their needs. Nagging parenting styles can provide children with a destructive model for developing empathy, which in turn can increase their aggressive behavior. There’s also research showing that indulgent parenting (warmth without strictness) is associated with equal or better empathy than the authoritative style (warmth and strictness), while non-warm parenting (authoritarian and neglectful) is consistently associated with poor child adjustment (Fuentes et al., 2022). This finding is interesting given the general emphasis in China that parents should not spoil their children. As modern Chinese parents rarely exhibit neglectful parenting styles (Gong, 2006), and indulgent parenting styles were not investigated in this study, future research can explore the relationship between indulgent parenting styles and child behavior in different cultural contexts.



4.3. Limitations and future directions

Despite the meaningful findings drawn from this study, there exist some limitations that need to be acknowledged, and these pave the way for future research directions. Firstly, the use of a cross-sectional design hinders the possibility of capturing developmental changes in children’s empathy and aggressive behavior over time or establishing causality between variables. To overcome this limitation, future research could consider adopting a longitudinal design that would provide a dynamic view of these psychological phenomena. And increased collection of demographic information, such as who (mother/father/both) completed the parental survey and the marital status of the parents, could provide additional layers of understanding when interpreting the results.

Secondly, our findings, which are based on data drawn from a single kindergarten’s preschool children, may not necessarily generalize to broader populations. The sample’s homogeneity may limit the universal application of our findings. Future studies should seek to diversify the samples and settings, potentially including multiple kindergartens from different regions or even different countries.

Thirdly, the parent-reported measures used to collect data on parenting styles, children’s empathy, and aggression may be subject to bias and may not accurately represent children’s realities. Future research might employ more direct and diversified data collection methods, such as child interviews, teacher reports, or observational methods, to gain a more comprehensive and accurate understanding of children’s empathy and aggression, as well as parenting styles.

Lastly, the constructs of empathy can be divided into cognitive and affective empathy, which may show different associations with aggression. Accordingly, future research should consider exploring the mediating roles of different types of empathy in the relationship between parenting styles and aggressive behavior. This exploration would deepen the understanding of how specific components of empathy influence children’s aggressive behavior under different parenting styles.




5. Conclusion

In conclusion, our research investigated the relationship between parenting style, children’s empathy, and aggressive behavior among Chinese preschoolers aged 3–5 years. The findings demonstrated that an authoritarian parenting style predicts children’s aggression both directly and indirectly, through the mediating role of children’s empathy. We found that as the level of authoritarian parenting increases, children’s empathy development decreases, leading to a rise in aggressive behavior. These findings underscore the critical importance of parenting styles in shaping children’s social-emotional development. They also highlight the pivotal role of empathy as a buffer against aggressive behavior, thereby emphasizing the importance of fostering empathy in early childhood. Our study implies that for healthier child development, it is essential for parents to reduce the rough parenting strategies that restrict empathy in children. This not only promotes social-emotional well-being but can also serve as a powerful tool to minimize aggressive behaviors.
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Introduction: The presence of a neurodevelopmental disability (ND) represents an adverse condition for child’s development and parent–child relationship, and it is reasonable to assume that the severity of delay may influence parenting behavior. Previous research, however, did not specifically address this issue.
Methods: This cross-sectional study compared parental behaviors of mothers of toddlers with moderate/severe or mild/borderline developmental delay and mothers of toddlers with typical development, while considering maternal emotional states. A total of 88 dyads with children aged between 12 and 47 months participated in a 10-min video-recorded interaction then coded with the PICCOLO, a validated observation checklist that assesses four dimensions of parenting: affection, responsiveness, encouragement, and teaching. The mothers also fulfilled two standardized questionnaires assessing parental stress and presence of depressive symptoms. MANOVA and MANCOVA models were used to explore between-group differences in specific parenting dimensions, also considering parental stress.
Results: Mothers of toddlers with ND were less responsive than the comparison group, while the presence of a moderate/severe developmental delay specifically affected teaching behaviors. No differences emerged for affection and encouragement behaviors. Importantly, although mothers of toddlers with moderate/severe ND reported higher child-related dysfunctional interaction stress, this did not directly affect parenting behaviors.
Discussion: These findings highlight how the presence of a disability and the severity of developmental delay can affect specific dimensions of parenting (i.e., responsiveness, teaching) and might inform clinical practice and research on early parental interventions.
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1 Introduction

The term neurodevelopmental disability (ND) refers to a wide variety of clinical diagnosis including infant cerebral palsy, genetic syndromes, metabolic diseases and brain injuries that could be related to congenital defects or early at-risk conditions such as preterm birth (Ismail and Shapiro, 2019; Montirosso et al., 2020). These conditions emerge very early in life and may affect the acquisition of basic developmental skills in several domains, from cognitive to behavioral and emotional areas, in a chronologically appropriate manner (Olusanya et al., 2018). Therefore, the presence of a ND represents an adverse condition for child’s development and can strongly influence the early caregiver-child relationship, placing a strain on parenting. Infants and toddlers with ND are indeed less responsive and less engaged in interactions, have limited ability to regulate emotional-behavioral states, and produce less clear emotional signals and social cues (Lipkin et al., 2020). The presence of a ND may affect different parenting dimensions (Norman and Christiansen, 2013; Phillips et al., 2017; Vilaseca et al., 2020). Firstly, the presence of a ND could affect maternal responsiveness and sensitivity, defined as the parents’ ability to adequately read their child’s signals and respond to them in a contingent and emotionally warm way (Shin et al., 2008; Butti et al., 2018). Notably, sensitive and responsive parenting is a salient factor in promoting child’s socio-emotional, behavioral, and cognitive development, and is associated with better developmental outcomes in children with ND (Hutchon et al., 2019; Jeong et al., 2021). Difficulties in interpreting and responding appropriately to infant signals and communications may also lead parents to feel less competent and to experience a critical emotional burden, such as enhanced levels of stress and depressive symptoms (Craig et al., 2016; Scherer et al., 2019). These difficulties might hinder their abilities to provide emotional support and to be emotionally engaged during dyadic interactions, with negative sequelae for child’s developmental outcomes (Green and Baker, 2011). Moreover, the presence of a ND could interfere with parent’s ability to provide appropriate cognitive stimulation and sustain child’s attention (Phillips et al., 2017). These often overlooked parenting behaviors have long-term impacts on cognitive, linguistic, and socio-emotional development (Innocenti et al., 2013; Totsika et al., 2020).

Given the difficulties that can be found in the parent–child relationship in the context of ND, it is reasonable that the severity level of the developmental delay can affect parenting behavior. However, this issue has been scarcely investigated by previous literature (Vilaseca et al., 2020). Developmental standardized scales (i.e., Bayley scales, Griffith’s mental developmental scales) are the golden methods to assess the degree of developmental delay, providing a global index of psychomotor development in terms of age-appropriate skills shown by the child. This developmental quotient index provides a classification of developmental delay in terms of standard deviation from the age-expected score. Although the severity of a disability may be more accurately described as a continuum and the cut-off scores may vary across different batteries, all instruments identify the progressive levels of delay as borderline, mild, moderate and severe, which thus correspond to increasing developmental problems (Cirelli et al., 2015).

Beyond a potential direct impact of the presence of ND on parenting behaviors, a higher level of severity usually requires more care, management and nursing practices (Sterling et al., 2012), with consequent effects on the emotional state and perceived stress of parents (Thurston et al., 2011; Maridal et al., 2021). Previous research reported that parents of children with ND experience significantly higher levels of stress than parents of children with typical development (Pinquart, 2018; Scherer et al., 2019), and developmental delay was found to be associated with mothers’ depression (Vameghi et al., 2016). The high caregiving burden and the increased parental stress and depressive symptomatology can further exacerbate child’s emotional and behavioral problems, starting a vicious circle (Barroso et al., 2018). Thus, it is important to consider the contribution of emotional maternal states (i.e., parental stress and depressive symptomatology) on parenting behaviors in case of ND.

The assessment of parental behaviors linked to developmental outcomes of children with ND is critical to plan intervention aimed to improve early childhood outcomes (Hutchon et al., 2019). To this aim, the Parenting Interaction with Children: Checklist of Observation Linked to Outcomes (PICCOLO) was developed (Roggman et al., 2013b). The PICCOLO is a practical and easy-to-use tool that allows assessing four dimensions of parenting (i.e., affection, responsiveness, encouragement and teaching) for children aged 4–47 months through observation of short play interactions between parents and their children. The PICCOLO is a psychometrically reliable instrument, which has been translated and validated in different cultural contexts (Roggman et al., 2013a) and countries, such as Spain (Vilaseca et al., 2019b), Turkey (Bayoğlu et al., 2013), Brazil (Schneider, 2018), and Italy (Montirosso and Giusti, 2022; Montirosso et al., 2023). Parenting behaviors assessed with the PICCOLO have been shown to be associated with child’s social, cognitive, and language skills both in typical (Roggman et al., 2013a) and atypical development (Innocenti et al., 2013). The PICCOLO was designed for home and care settings of children with ND, with the aim to identify the parenting profile and to promote structured individualized interventions for families based on parent strengths (Norman and Christiansen, 2013; Alves et al., 2022). The advantage of the PICCOLO is that it measures not only affection (i.e., physical and verbal expression of affection, positive emotions, positive evaluation and positive regard) and responsiveness (i.e., reacting sensitively to a child’s cues and expressions of needs or interests and reacting positively to his/her behavior), but also other parental domains such as encouragement, which considers parents’ support of children’s efforts, exploration, independence, play, choices, creativity, and initiative, and teaching, which includes cognitive stimulation, explanations, conversation, joint attention, and shared play. This an important methodological aspect because, although a number of studies have examined affective behavior and responsiveness in parents of children with ND (Warren and Brady, 2007; Bornstein et al., 2008), there is a paucity of research specifically examining other parenting dimensions. Recent studies adopting the PICCOLO have started to shed light on how these parenting behaviors may be differentially affected by the presence of ND (Vilaseca et al., 2020) and are associated with developmental outcomes (Vilaseca et al., 2019a; Rivero et al., 2023).

To further study parenting behaviors in presence of ND, the current study investigated whether and which parenting behaviors in mothers were affected by the degree of severity of child’s ND. With this main aim, parenting behaviors (affection, responsiveness, encouragement and teaching) assessed through the PICCOLO were compared in mothers of toddlers with moderate/severe ND, with mild/borderline ND, and with typical development (TD). Maternal depressive symptomatology and parenting stress were assessed by means of standardized questionnaires and compared between groups; differences were considered in analyses in order to disentangle the role of maternal emotional states on parenting behaviors. According to previous findings (Blacher et al., 2013), we expected that the presence of ND would overall affect parenting behaviors, thus resulting in lower scores in the PICCOLO domains for the clinical groups compared to the TD control sample. However, we also expected that the use of the PICCOLO would allow identifying specific dimensions of parenting, and particularly teaching, affected by the severity of the developmental delay (Vilaseca et al., 2020).



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Participants

Our sample was composed of 88 Italian mother-toddler dyads including an equal number of children with and without ND and with a chronological age between 12 and 47 months. Although the sample size was not a-priori determined by a power analysis, it is in line with recent studies that adopted the PICCOLO to compare parenting behavior in children with and without ND (Vilaseca et al., 2020; Rivero et al., 2023). The clinical group (N = 44 dyads; age range: 12.5–46.3 months) was composed of toddlers admitted at the Child Neuropsychiatry and Neurorehabilitation Unit of the Scientific Institute IRCCS “E. Medea” (Bosisio Parini, Lecco, Italy), recruited at the beginning of their hospitalization. These toddlers had a diagnosis and/or diagnostic hypothesis for ND (e.g., infantile cerebral palsy, genetic syndrome), and a developmental quotient obtained through standardized assessment (i.e., Griffiths scales), when available, less than 85. The clinical sample was subdivided into two groups according to the level of ND severity. Children with a developmental quotient less than 50 and those whose developmental quotient could not be calculated due to the severity of their disability were included in the moderate/severe disability group (N = 22; age range: 13.7–45.5 months); children with developmental quotient greater than or equal to 50 composed the mild/borderline disability group (N = 22; age range: 12.5–46.3 months). Apart from the presence of a ND, no other inclusion/exclusion criteria were applied to the clinical groups. While this resulted into heterogeneous samples in terms of diagnoses, this variety was considered to be representative of children with ND usually referred to neuropsychiatry clinical units. A resume of the main diagnoses presented by both the groups is reported in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Main diagnosis presented by children of the two clinical groups.
[image: Table comparing moderate/severe and mild/borderline neurodevelopmental disability (ND) cases. Both categories show 6 cases (27%) of genetic defects/syndromes. Cerebral palsy and congenital epilepsy/encephalopathy have 3 cases (14%) each in both groups. Unspecified psychomotor delay shows 8 cases (36%) in moderate/severe and 10 (45%) in mild/borderline. Autism spectrum disorder and sensorineural deficits each have 1 case (4%) in both categories. Data expressed as number and percentage.]

The control group (N = 44 dyads; age range: 12.0–46.6 months) was recruited through contacts with pediatricians or nurseries and was composed of toddlers considered as with typical development (TD). Exclusion criteria were: (i) prematurity, (ii) perinatal or postnatal pathology, (iii) to be referred to the pediatrician for any kind of developmental problem.

For all groups, maternal inclusion criteria were: (i) age older than 18 years; (ii) absence of cognitive impairments and manifest psychiatric disorders; (iii) no single-parent family.

For all groups there were the following maternal exclusion criteria: (i) mother age less than 18 years (ii) limited knowledge and mastery of the Italian language, (iii) presence of psychiatric disorder; (iv) single-parent family.

Parents were invited to participate in this research by assuring them that participation would be entirely voluntarily and informed consent was obtained for all parents. All procedures were in accordance with the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki and its later amendments. Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethical Committee of the Scientific Institute IRCCS “E. Medea” (protocol 42/18).



2.2 Procedure

This study was conducted at the 0–3 Center for the at-Risk Infant of the Neuropsychiatry and Neurorehabilitation Unit, which provides clinical psychology services to children with ND hospitalized at the Scientific Institute IRCCS “E. Medea” and conducts research with a special focus on the early stages of socio-emotional development. Children, hospitalized with their mothers, participate in a daily diagnostic and/or rehabilitation program (e.g., speech therapy, physical therapy, and so on) and are followed by a multi-professional team using a family-centered approach. The study applied a cross-sectional design in order to compare parenting behavior of mothers of children with and without ND. The protocol included video of mother–child interaction, and completion by the mother of a socio-demographic questionnaire and maternal self-reports questionnaires.


2.2.1 Mother–child interaction

Each mother–child dyad was welcomed into a quiet and comfortable room and, after a brief settling-in phase, mothers were asked to participate in a 10-min video-recorded interaction with their child with the following instructions: “Please, interact and play with your child as you typically do” using an established setting of games: an illustrated book, cubes or interlocking games, a rattle, a plush toy and an electronic game (e.g., robot).



2.2.2 Depressive symptomatology and parenting stress self-rated questionnaires

Maternal emotional state was assessed through two standardized questionnaires, the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) and the Parenting Stress Index (PSI). The BDI – second edition – is a 21-item self-report instrument developed to measure the presence and intensity of depressive symptoms (Beck et al., 1996). Items are rated on a four-point rating scale, and their sum provides a quantitative measures of depressed feelings/behaviors/symptoms. The BDI demonstrated good internal consistency and has concurrent and discriminant validity in clinical and non-clinical samples (Dozois et al., 1998).

The PSI – fourth edition short form – is a self-report tool, composed by 36 items, that helps to identify the level of parenting stress according to the assumption that parental stress is the joint result of subjective characteristics and a series of aspects closely related to parenting (Abidin, 1997; Johnson, 2015). The scores are aggregated into three subscales: (i) Parental Distress (PD), which measures personal stress factors such as conflict with a partner and daily life restrictions; (ii) Parent–Child Dysfunctional Interaction (PCDI), which assesses parents’ perception of the interaction with their children; (iii) Difficult Child (DC), which captures parents’ perception of their child in terms of behavior and demandingness. The subscale scores are summed up into a total score of parenting stress. For all scales, higher scores indicate higher levels of parenting stress.



2.2.3 PICCOLO coding

The Italian version of the PICCOLO was used to assess parenting (Montirosso and Giusti, 2022; Montirosso et al., 2023). The PICCOLO is composed of 29 items which are scored on a 3-point rating scale, from 0 (absent, no behavior observed) to 1 (some brief or minor behavior) to 2 (clearly, strong or frequent behavior) based on a 10-min video recording parent–child interaction. The items are divided into four domains which measure different aspects of parenting:

	• Affection (7 items) involves warmth, physical closeness, and positive expressions toward the child (e.g., shows emotional warmth).
	• Responsiveness (7 items) includes parental responses to child’s signals, emotions, words, interests, and behaviors (e.g., pays attention to what the child is doing).
	• Encouragement (7 items) includes active support for exploration, initiative, curiosity, creativity, and play (e.g., supports child in doing things in autonomy).
	• Teaching (8 items) is the domain which refers to sharing play and interaction, cognitive stimulation, exploration, and questions (e.g., labels objects or actions for the child).

For each domain the mean score given to the individual items was computed. Videoclips coded by two psychologists who completed their training when they presented an interrater agreement of 80% or more with the expert coder (R.M.), following the same criteria as the PICCOLO user’s guide (Roggman et al., 2013b). Eight randomly selected videoclips (four for each group) were coded by both the trained psychologists, and the intraclass correlations coefficients indicated a good agreement between the two independent coders (>0.75).





3 Statistical analysis

Preliminary one-way ANOVAs and χ2 tests, were used, respectively, with continuous and categorical variables to verify whether the clinical and the control groups were comparable for age (mothers and toddlers), gender (toddlers), maternal education (years) and scores obtained on the BDI and PSI questionnaires. For the latter, the total score as well as the three subscales were compared, in order to disentangle which subscale significantly contributed to parenting stress. Given that almost half of the sample (N = 43) did not disclose their family income due to personal reasons, the mode was used as index to compare the three groups. Then, with the aim to check for differences between parents of toddlers with different levels of ND severity and with TD, the scores assigned on the four PICCOLO scales (affection, responsiveness, encouragement, teaching) were entered in a Multivariate ANOVA (MANOVA) with Group (moderate/severe ND, mild/borderline ND, TD) as between-subject factor. The use of a MANOVA model was chosen as it combines multiple dependent variables in order to examine overall differences between groups, controlling at the same time for the inter-correlations among the dependent variables. Significant between-group differences in the maternal emotional states were considered by inserting the PSI PCDI scale as covariate in a Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) model. A significant effect of the covariate and/or its interaction with group would thus point to a critical contribution of maternal stress to parenting behavior, while non-significant effects of the PSI PCDI would indicate that the groups differed in parenting behavior independently from between-group differences in maternal emotional states. Univariate results were then explored to assess between-group differences in specific parenting dimensions, by inserting each parenting scale (i.e., affection, responsiveness, encouragement, teaching) into separate ANOVAs and ANCOVAs models, with group as categorical factor and the PSI PCDI as covariate. The Bonferroni correction was used as post-hoc analysis to examine significant results.

For all statistical tests, significance threshold was set at p < 0.05. All data were reported with mean and standard error of the mean (SEM). Effect size was reported as partial eta square (η2p), which estimates the proportion of variance accounted for by each variable. The conventional cut-offs for η2p of 0.01, 0.06, and 0.14 for small, medium, and large effect sizes, respectively, were used (Fritz et al., 2012). We performed all analyses using the Statistica software version 8 (Statsoft, Tulsa, OK).



4 Results

Table 2 reports demographic information of the recruited sample and the levels of maternal stress and depressive symptoms assessed through standardized questionnaire.



TABLE 2 Demographic characteristics of the study sample and levels of maternal stress and depressive symptoms (N = 88 mother-toddler dyads).
[image: Table comparing three groups: Clinical group with moderate/severe and mild/borderline neurodevelopmental disability, and Control group with typical development. Displays data on sample size, toddler age, mother age, maternal education, family income, and scores for Parenting Stress Index, Parental Distress, Parent-Child Dysfunctional Interaction, Difficult Child scores, and Beck Depression Inventory. Values are presented as Mean (Standard Deviation) for each category. The control group generally shows lower stress and depression scores than the clinical groups.]

Preliminary analyses revealed no differences for gender, child age, maternal age and education across groups (all F < 1.53, all χ2 < 1.48; all p > 0.225). The three groups presented with the same mode of family income, which indicated a middle socio-economic status in line with the general Italian income. Also, the three groups did not differ in terms of depressive symptomatology as assessed by the BDI questionnaire (F2,85 = 1.60; p = 0.208; η2p = 0.04). Conversely, a significant group effect emerged for the PSI (F2,85 = 4.51; p = 0.014; η2p = 0.10), with higher levels of stress reported by mothers of toddlers with moderate/severe disability compared to the TD group (p = 0.015), while the other comparisons were non-significant (p > 0.064). The analyses on the PSI subscales clarified that the three groups showed comparable stress on PD (F2,85 = 0.26; p = 0.775; η2p = 0.01), which assesses personal factor of maternal distress, and on DC (F2,85 = 1.72; p = 0.185; η2p = 0.04), which is related to the perceived child difficulties. Conversely, mothers of toddlers with moderate/severe disability obtained higher scores in PCDI compared to both mothers of toddlers with mild/borderline disability and the TD control group (F2,85 = 14.74; p < 0.001; η2p = 0.26), thus pointing to the difficulties in building a positive and satisficing relationship with the child as the main source of parenting stress in case of a moderate/severe disability.

The MANOVA on the mean scores of the PICCOLO domains yielded a significant effect of group (F8,164 = 4.50; p < 0.001; η2p = 0.18), indicating that overall there were significant between-group differences in parenting behaviors. The following MANCOVA model confirmed that, independently by the maternal stress and specifically the PCDI subscale, the groups showed differences in the PICCOLO scores (F8,162 = 3.66; p < 0.001; η2p = 0.15), further clarified by the univariate results. In detail, the group effect was significant for Responsiveness (F2,84 = 6.84; p = 0.002; η2p = 0.14), showing that the two clinical groups obtained similar scores in this parenting domain (severe/moderate ND: 1.61 ± 0.07, mild/borderline ND: 1.64 ± 0.07; p > 0.999), but both were less responsive than TD mothers (1.89 ± 0.05; all p < 0.007). A significant between-group difference emerged also for Teaching (F2,84 = 8.25; p < 0.001; η2p = 0.16). Specifically, mothers of toddlers with severe/moderate ND showed fewer teaching behaviors compared to the mild/borderline ND (0.63 ± 0.05 vs. 0.84 ± 0.05; p = 0.014) and TD groups (0.93 ± 0.04; p < 0.001), while such a difference did not emerge between these two groups (p = 0.459). Conversely, no significant between-group differences emerged for Affection (F2,84 = 2.71; p = 0.072; η2p = 0.06) and Encouragement (F2,84 = 2.30; p = 0.101; η2p = 0.05) (Figure 1).

[image: Line graph showing scores for Affection, Responsiveness, Encouragement, and Teaching across three groups: Moderate/severe ND, Mild/borderline ND, and TD controls. Each group follows a downward trend, with distinct color-coded lines. Error bars indicate variability.]

FIGURE 1
 Mean scores of PICCOLO domains for mothers of toddlers with moderate/severe neurodevelopmental disability (ND), with mild/borderline ND and with typical development (TD). Long bar indicates SEM, asterisk represents significant between-groups comparisons at p < 0.05.


Notably, the covariate PCDI was not significant in either the MANOVA or the univariate models (all F < 0.36, all p > 0.55), indicating that, even though mothers of toddlers with severe/moderate ND experienced higher levels of dysfunctional interaction-related stress, this did not directly affect parenting behaviors.



5 Discussion

The current study investigated the differences in parenting behaviors between mothers of toddlers with ND with different severity levels of developmental delay, and mothers of toddlers with TD. Since higher levels of stress related to parent–child dysfunctional interaction were reported by the group with moderate/severe ND, this subscale of the PSI was included in the analyses. Consistent with the initial hypothesis, between-group differences were detected on specific parenting scales, confirming that the presence and severity of ND affected parenting behaviors.

In accordance with previous literature, both groups with ND were less responsive compared to the control sample, suggesting that, independently by the severity of developmental delay, the presence of a ND may have an impact on parental closeness, parent’s ability to read the child’s cues and to respond contingently. This result confirms responsiveness as one of the main target of early parenting intervention programs for parents of children with NDs (Provenzi et al., 2020; Jeong et al., 2021). On the other hand, as parent–child interaction is a reciprocal process, and as the child’s behavior has an impact on parental behavior, it is important to stress that toddlers with ND, even in presence of mild/borderline developmental delay, provide fewer intelligible cues like subtle changes of emotional expressions and blurred vocalizations, challenging the parent’s ability to understand and expand child’s behaviors (Giusti et al., 2018). In this light, lower levels of responsiveness in mothers of children with ND may result as a response to the demands of parenting a child with lower socio-emotional competence and adaptive behavior.

The severity of developmental delay directly influenced teaching behaviors, with mothers of toddlers with moderate/severe ND obtaining lower scores in this dimension than the other two groups. A similar result was reported in a previous research that adopted the PICCOLO to evaluate parental behaviors in children with ND, with fathers exhibiting less teaching behaviors (Vilaseca et al., 2020). Within a multidimensional framework of parenting of children with ND (Provenzi et al., 2021), these results highlight the importance of considering the specific degree of child’s impairment. Showing fewer teaching behaviors, such as labeling objects or actions and asking the child for information, might represent an implicit modality to provide cognitive stimulation that fits child’s (limited) abilities (Sterling et al., 2012; Blacher et al., 2013). In this vein, showing less teaching behaviors should not be seen as a negative parental attribute per se, rather it might be considered as a spontaneous way through which parents of children with severe ND try to adapt to their child’s characteristics. On the other hand, cognitive stimulation, even though apparently too challenging for a child with developmental delay (Engevik et al., 2016), is critical to sustain cognitive development (Malhi et al., 2018), and was found to be a predictor of long-term learning outcomes in at-risk toddlers (Cook et al., 2011). Reminding the Vigotsky’s classical concept of zone of next development (Smagorinsky, 2018), even in presence of a (severe) developmental delay there are assets and potential that can be exploited and expanded within a relational context, and parent–child interaction is the most important context for doing that (Provenzi et al., 2021). As an example, a child may not speak or seem inattentive and unresponsive due to a severe ND; nevertheless, providing verbal cues may help him/her to expand the attentional time window, to create sound-object associations, or simply to direct the gaze toward the mother’s face. In light of these findings, teaching behaviors should be further considered in programming early parenting interventions, in order to help parents provide cognitive stimulation that can foster child’s development.

In keeping with previous literature (Craig et al., 2016; Barroso et al., 2018) mothers of children with moderate/severe ND reported higher levels of stress compared to the other groups, specifically in the subscale assessing the maternal perception of the parent–child relationship (i.e., PCDI). A meta-analysis has documented that this dimension is usually the most affected in case of chronic conditions such as ND (Pinquart, 2018). This subscale taps into the parental perceptions that the child may show few positive behaviors and not much appreciation toward the parent, characteristics that are inherently linked to most kinds of disabilities and not subject to short-term change (Innocenti et al., 1992). Importantly, when inserted as covariate in the models PCDI was non-significant, indicating that parental stress did not directly affect parenting behaviors. However, this result should not lead to underestimate the difficulties and stress experienced by parents of children with ND, also considering the long-term sequelae of prolonged parenting stress on both maternal mental health and child’s developmental outcomes (Azad et al., 2013; Hodes et al., 2017).

The current study confirmed that the PICCOLO can be considered a valid tool to identify the parenting profile with children with different levels of ND. This evidence is important in a clinical perspective as it allows the design of individualized interventions for parents of children with different degrees of developmental delay. For instance, the PICCOLO could be used in combination with Video-Feedback Intervention (VFI), a technique aimed at promoting parent–child interaction in different at-risk and clinical populations (Montirosso et al., 2020; Provenzi et al., 2020). VFI allows parents to observe themselves “from the outside” as they interact with their own child, and it positively impacts caregiving, with benefits for parental sensitivity and interactive attunement (Van Ijzendoorn et al., 2023). The adoption of the PICCOLO could help clinicians to identify strengths and weaknesses of that specific dyad, thus providing individualized targets for the VFI and ultimately facilitating a better fit of parenting behavior to the functioning of the child (Innocenti et al., 2023).

The study has limitations to consider. The sample size was relatively small and included toddlers with different diagnoses, even though they all presented a general developmental delay. The complex nature and variety of the diseases presented by both clinical samples prevented us also from verifying the impact of a specific diagnosis on parenting behavior. As a consequence, caution is warranted in generalizing our finding to specific clinical populations of toddlers with ND (Blacher et al., 2013). This study focused on maternal emotional states and parenting behaviors, but also cognitive factors, such as explicit and implicit parental representations, should be taken into account when assessing and supporting parents of children with ND (Provenzi et al., 2021). Although this work examined the effect of the severity of psychomotor delay on parenting behaviors, a topic that was not directly addressed by previous literature, there are many other child’s characteristics, such as temperament and specific developmental difficulties (e.g., motor or linguistic impairments) that could affect different dimensions of parenting (Sterling et al., 2012). Moreover, this study adopted a cross-sectional design which prevented the evaluation of whether and how parenting behaviors described by the PICCOLO could predict child’s development in conditions of ND. Therefore, longitudinal studies are needed to investigate this critical issue (Montirosso et al., 2020). Lastly, the samples included mothers who all belong to a similar cultural milieu. Future research should verify and extend these results to fathers (Vilaseca et al., 2020) and to families with different cultural backgrounds (Bozicevic et al., 2021).



6 Conclusion

This study adopted the PICCOLO to investigate differences in parenting behavior between mothers of toddlers with and without ND. Results highlighted that the presence of ND and the severity of the associated developmental delay can affect specific domains of parenting, specifically responsive and teaching behaviors, regardless of (increased) parenting stress associated with more severe developmental delay. These findings also confirm that the PICCOLO is an easy-to-use, reliable and severity-sensitive instrument, which could be used in clinical practice to assess parental behaviors and design individualized early interventions for parents of children with ND.
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Introduction: Few studies have simultaneously focused on the effects of marital conflict and marital intimacy on adolescent development, and little is known about the role of sibling relationships. Thus, this study examined the association between marital relationships and adolescent behavioral problems, including depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior. At the same time, we explored the mediating role of sibling hostility and sibling affection and the moderating effect of birth order in multichild families in China.
Methods: Participants included 842 adolescents (Mage = 12.60, 46.2% boys) from Henan Province. Marital relationship, sibling relationship, birth order, depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior were assessed by a self-administered questionnaire. SEM was then used to examine the role of sibling relationships and birth order in the association between marital relationship and adolescent behavioral problems.
Results: Our results showed that marital intimacy was negatively correlated with depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior, while marital conflict was positively correlated with them. Marital intimacy was associated with depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior through both sibling hostility and sibling affection. Marital conflict was indirectly associated with depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior through sibling hostility. In addition, the first-born adolescents were more sensitive to marital intimacy.
Discussion: Given that the occurrence of adolescent behavioral problems is more common in contemporary society, our findings suggest that establishing a more intimate and warmer family atmosphere and promoting positive interactions between siblings may help control adolescent mental health problems.
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marital relationship, sibling relationship, depressive symptoms, aggressive behavior, adolescent


1 Introduction

Adolescence is a critical time for the onset and development of behavioral problems, including internalizing problems, such as depressive symptoms, and externalizing problems, such as aggressive behavior (Blain-Arcaro and Vaillancourt, 2017; Murray et al., 2022). Depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior are two of the most common mental health difficulties in adolescents that often co-occur (Wolff and Ollendick, 2006; Speyer et al., 2022). Moreover, they may contribute to poor academic performance, problematic substance use, and even suicidality (Erath et al., 2006; Kraft et al., 2023). Accordingly, exploring factors that may decrease adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior has important implications.

According to ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2000), family is the most important microsystem for children’s development, and the marital relationship has a strong effect on the function of the entire family. Marital relationships involve marital conflict and marital intimacy, two distinct constructs that do not represent opposing ends of the same continuum (McHale et al., 2000; Chen and Shi, 2017). Both are closely linked to adolescent development. For example, marital conflict may damage adolescent mental health and creates behavioral problems, including anxiety, depressive symptoms and elevated aggression (Philbrook et al., 2018; Li et al., 2020; Swerbenski et al., 2023). While decreased marital intimacy is related to decreased adolescent internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors over time (Chen and Shi, 2017; Knopp et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2022), which is more important for cultivating adolescents’ positive qualities from the view of positive psychology. Nevertheless, in contrast to the extensive body of literature on marital conflict, there has been relatively limited focus on the significance of marital intimacy. How marital intimacy effect adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior needs to be further explored.

In addition to the parental relationship, the interaction with siblings holds significance in families with multiple children. Sibling relationships are usually among the earliest and longest lasting relationships formed in life, and adolescents spend more time interacting with siblings than with any other family member and peers (Cicirelli, 1985; McHale et al., 2012). As a love-hate relationship, it includes two dimensions: sibling hostility and sibling affection (Ruff et al., 2018; Zhao et al., 2021). Family systems theory emphasizes that family consists of multiple subsystems, such as parent-child subsystem and sibling subsystem, the subsystems are interdependent and influence each other (Minuchin, 1985). On the one hand, family spillover hypothesis suggests that stress or harmony from parents’ marriage may spill over into sibling relationships. Increases in marital conflict is related to increase in hostility in sibling relationships (Merino et al., 2022; Chen, 2023). Meanwhile, marital intimacy is positively related to sibling closeness (Kim et al., 2007), and adolescents with warm marital relationships have higher sibling affection (McHale et al., 2000; Skinner and McHale, 2022). Thus, marital conflict and intimacy may impact sibling hostility and affection. On the other hand, both warm and conflictual sibling interactions play significant roles in adolescent development (Li et al., 2019; Skinner and McHale, 2022). More specifically, sibling hostility is positively associated with higher levels of depressive symptoms (Campione-Barr et al., 2013), difficulties with peers, problems at school, and substance use (Odudu et al., 2020). At the same time, siblings are an important source of emotional support (Johnson and Salafia, 2022), and sibling affection is not only positively correlated with adolescents’ satisfaction with life and emotional wellbeing (Padilla-Walker et al., 2010; Harper et al., 2016) but also associated with lower instances of behavioral problems, including depressive symptoms and aggression (Branje et al., 2004; van Dijk et al., 2022). Thus, sibling relationships may mediate the connection between marital relationships and adolescent behavioral problems.

However, even within the same family, the effects of marital and sibling relationships on adolescent development are inconsistent. Concerning sibling difference, an important contributing factor is the birth order, which is defined as a person’s rank by age among his or her brothers and sisters (Volling, 2012). Resource depletion theory focus on resource depletion as a pathway through which children of lower birth orders may receive increased resources and investment compared to subsequent siblings (Stannard et al., 2019). While other studies holds that first-born children’s security may be threatened by disruptions to normal family life, and they may thus exhibit worry, anxiety, depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior more easily than second-born children (Buhrmester and Furman, 1990; Chen and Volling, 2023). And from Adler’s ethological/analytic perspective, parents’ tendencies to overindulge younger siblings is linked to the dethronement of the first-born, who is then more sensitive to the dynamics of the marital relationship, so marital conflict or intimacy may have a great impact on eldest siblings (McHale et al., 2012). Regarding sibling relationships, later-born adolescents have reported more companionship and affection with siblings (Volling, 2012; van Berkel et al., 2022), suggesting that they are more likely to view sibling relationships as warm and close. Hence, it is also necessary to focus on the moderating effect of siblings’ birth order when exploring the mechanism of marital and sibling relationships on adolescent development.

In addition, compared with studies on the Caucasian sample, sibling research have been underrepresented under the Chinese background for over 30 years because of the one-child policy (Chen and Shi, 2017). The recent adoption of the two-child policy in 2016 represented a major change in social policy that has influenced individual families’ structures and dynamics (Wang et al., 2021). Historically, siblings have been considered a critical part of individuals’ lives in China because of the Confucian values of family duty and solidarity. They are generally called shou zu, with the literal meaning being hand and foot relationships, indicating the prominence of siblings’ role as a natural and essential part of one’s body (Wang et al., 2022). Chinese families hold stronger values for family harmony and cohesion; thus, first-born siblings shoulder more family obligations and earn the utmost respect from later-born siblings. Adolescents in the East have been found to be more likely to seek support and companionship from siblings, whereas those in the West more often turn to friends for support (French et al., 2001; Zhang et al., 2023). Hence, it is worth exploring the effect of sibling relationships within contemporary Chinese culture, especially because the number of families with more than one child is growing in China.

Therefore, guided by family system theory, the primary objective of the present study was to articulate a theoretical framework to investigate the impact of marital relationships on adolescent behavioral problems while examining the mediating role of sibling relationships in multichild families in China (see Figure 1). We hypothesized that marital conflict/intimacy associate adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior separately and that sibling hostility/affection mediate the above associations after controlling for covariates. In addition, we also explored whether the estimated parameters of the mediation model differ by birth order and hypothesized that first-born and second-born adolescents perform differently. While the study design does not facilitate temporal or causal inferences, it holds the potential to elucidate the association between marital relationships and adolescent development. Additionally, it can provide evidence-based support for interventions addressing behavioral problems during adolescence.


[image: Diagram illustrating relationships among six factors: marital conflict, marital intimacy, sibling hostility, sibling affection, depressive symptoms, and aggressive behavior. Arrows between each factor indicate complex interconnections.]

FIGURE 1
The hypothesized mediation model.




2 Materials and methods


2.1 Procedure and participants

The current study recruited students from 6 elementary schools and 6 junior high schools in three cities of Henan Province located in central China. The study obtained approval from the Research Ethics Committee at our university. Prior to the investigation, adolescents and their parents submitted signed informed consent forms. Participation was voluntary, allowing participants the flexibility to withdraw at any time. Trained researchers conducted assessments to ensure a standardized data collection process.

We collected a total of 1560 questionnaires. Because the present study mainly focused on sibling relationships, only 892 adolescents from two-child families were chosen. In addition, we were interested in the mother-father dyad; thus, 50 adolescents without a participating parent were excluded. The final analytic sample consisted of 842 adolescents. Among the 842 participants, 389 (46.2%) were boys, 439 (52.1%) were girls, and 14 (1.7%) did not report their sex. The mean age was 12.60 years (SD = 1.48), with a mean age gap of 7.14 years (SD = 3.55). In addition, 460 (54.6%) adolescents were first-born, 372 (44.2%) adolescents were second-born, and 10 (1.2%) adolescents did not report their birth order.

The mean ages of the participants’ mothers and fathers were 40.74 years (SD = 5.58) and 42.12 years (SD = 4.68), respectively. Regarding parental education, 418 (51.7%) mothers and 382 (47.7%) fathers had a junior secondary education or lower. A total of 244 (30.3%) mothers and 110 fathers (13.9%) were unemployed. In addition, for 487 (61.0%) families, the average monthly household income was less than 5,000 yuan.



2.2 Measures


2.2.1 Marital relationship

Marital relationship was measured with the Parental Relationship Inventory (PRI; Dong and Lin, 2011) revised by the “National Children’s Study of China (NCSC).” It includes two dimensions, i.e., marital intimacy (5 items, e.g., “My parents care about each other.”) and marital conflict (10 items, e.g., “My parents often blame each other and hold different opinions on things”). This inventory asks students to report their parents’ daily activities on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (describes very poorly) to 5 (describes very well), and a higher score on this scale indicates higher relationship intimacy or conflict. The Cronbach’s α values were 0.85 for marital intimacy and 0.90 for marital conflict in this study.



2.2.2 Sibling relationship

The Sibling Relationship Inventory (SRI; Boer et al., 1997) was adopted to measure sibling relationships. This inventory requires adolescents to report the frequency of various sibling behaviors. The subscales of sibling affection (8 items, e.g., “How often do you take care of your (target) siblings when the adults aren’t around?”) and sibling hostility (5 items, e.g., “How often do you feel mad or angry at your (target) siblings?”) were used in this study. The adolescents responded on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never to 5 = always). A higher score indicates higher levels of relationship positivity or hostility. In the current study, the Cronbach’s α values were 0.79 and 0.70 for sibling affection and sibling hostility, respectively.



2.2.3 Depressive symptoms

Depressive symptoms were assessed with the Children’s Depression Inventory-Short Version (CDI-S; Kovacs, 1992). The 10 items in the CDI-S cover “sadness,” “pessimism,” “self-deprecation,” “self-hate,” “crying spells,” “irritability,” “negative body image,” “loneliness,” “lack of friends,” and “feeling unloved” (e.g., “I don’t know if anyone loves me”). The adolescents were asked to rate the degree to which each statement applied to them during the past 2 weeks on a scale from 0 to 2. The total scores range from 0 to 20, with higher scores indicating more severe depressive symptoms. In the current study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.80.



2.2.4 Aggressive behavior

The 9-item Physical Aggressive Behavior subscale of the Bush-Perry Aggressive Behavior Questionnaire (BPAQ; Buss and Perry, 1992) was used. A sample item is “Given enough provocation, I may hit another person.” The items were answered on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (almost never true) to 5 (almost always true), and higher scores indicated more severe aggressive behavior. The Cronbach’s α was 0.76 in this study.




2.3 Covariates

The control variables include adolescent age, sex and family socioeconomic status (SES). To calculate family SES, family income, parents’ occupation, and educational level were transferred into Z scores and added up to composite family SES (Zhang et al., 2020).



2.4 Statistical analysis

First, we performed descriptive statistical analysis and examined the correlations between variables using SPSS 26.0. Then, we generated a direct effects model of marital conflict/intimacy on depressive symptoms/aggressive behavior. Next, we examined the mediating role of sibling affection and sibling hostility using Mplus 8.0. The bootstrap method was used to examine the statistical significance of the mediation effects, which generated an approximation of the sampling distribution to obtain confidence intervals for an indirect effect.

Furthermore, we conducted multiple group analysis (MGA) to examine the moderating role of birth order. The differences in the Chi square statistic were used to compare nested models with an iterative, stepwise approach (Bowen and Guo, 2012). Specifically, all model paths were initially estimated separately for first-born and second-born groups. If two separate models fit the data well, an unconstrained model with all coefficients freely estimated was then compared to a constrained model with all coefficients equaled between groups. If there was a significant change in the chi-square statistic between the unconstrained model and constrained model, it indicated that birth order played a moderating role. Then, each path was constrained to be identical across two groups to test which direct and indirect model paths differed by birth order.




3 Results


3.1 Descriptive statistics

Table 1 shows the mean, standard deviation, skewness, kurtosis statistics and correlations for all continuous variables. The skewness and kurtosis values were mostly within an acceptable range (i.e., skewness < |2.0| and kurtosis < |7.0|; Curran et al., 1996). There were significant correlations between all variables. Specifically, marital intimacy was negatively correlated with sibling hostility, depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior but positively correlated with sibling affection. Marital conflict was positively correlated with sibling hostility, depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior but negatively correlated with sibling affection. Sibling affection was negatively correlated with depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior, while sibling hostility was positively correlated with them.


TABLE 1    Descriptive statistics and correlational analysis (N = 842).
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3.2 Mediating effects of sibling relationship

First, we established a direct effects model with paths from marital intimacy and marital conflict to depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior. Because of the high correlation between marital conflict and marital intimacy, we established a correlational path between them to avoid type I errors. The path analysis showed that marital conflict was directly and positively associated with depressive symptoms (β = 0.19, p < 0.001) and aggressive behavior (β = 0.31, p < 0.001). Marital intimacy was directly and negatively associated with depressive symptoms (β = −0.12, p < 0.01), but the association between marital intimacy and aggressive behavior was not significant.

Based on the direct effects model, we inserted sibling affection and sibling hostility as mediators of the relationship between marital conflict/intimacy and depressive symptoms/aggressive behavior. Non-significant control variables were removed to find the optimal model. The results showed that this model fit well, χ2 (13) = 3.09, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.947; RMSEA = 0.050; SRMR = 0.044, and accounted for 10.1% of the variance in depressive symptoms and 20.6% of the variance in aggressive behavior. As shown in Figure 2, more marital conflict was linked to more sibling hostility (β = 0.28, p < 0.001), more aggressive behavior (β = 0.24, p < 0.001), and more depressive symptoms (β = 0.16, p < 0.001); more marital intimacy was associated with more sibling affection (β = 0.29, p < 0.001) and less sibling hostility (β = −0.11, p < 0.01). Sibling hostility was positively related to depressive symptoms (β = 0.12, p < 0.01) and aggressive behavior (β = 0.24, p < 0.001), while sibling affection was negatively related to depressive symptoms (β = −0.09, p < 0.05) and aggressive behavior (β = −0.12, p < 0.01).
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FIGURE 2
Standardized regression coefficients of the mediation model among marital conflict, marital intimacy, sibling hostility, sibling affection, adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; and ***p < 0.001.


Then, we performed the bootstrapping method to calculate the indirect effects. Path analysis identified 6 significant paths: from marital conflict to adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior through sibling hostility and from marital intimacy to adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior through both sibling hostility and sibling affection. More detailed results are shown in Table 2. These findings revealed that both marital conflict and marital intimacy were related to adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior, and their relationships were mediated by sibling hostility and sibling affection.


TABLE 2    Bias-corrected bootstrap test of the mediating effect of the model.
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3.3 Moderating effects of birth order

To address our research question regarding the moderating influence of birth order, we employed a multiple-group path model to examine potential differences between first-born and second-born adolescents. The results revealed a good fit for both the first-born model [χ2 (13) = 3.02, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.919; RMSEA = 0.067; SRMR = 0.062] and the second-born model [χ2 (13) = 1.13, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.992; RMSEA = 0.019; SRMR = 0.033]. Figures 3, 4 present the standardized results of the models for first-born and second-born adolescents, respectively.


[image: Diagram illustrating relationships between marital and sibling factors. Marital conflict and intimacy influence sibling hostility and affection, which in turn affect depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior. Values like 0.25***, -0.21***, and R² are displayed, indicating relationship strength. Arrows show causal direction.]

FIGURE 3
Standardized regression coefficients of the mediation model among marital conflict, marital intimacy, sibling hostility, sibling affection, adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior in first-born adolescents. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 4
Standardized regression coefficients of the mediation model among marital conflict, marital intimacy, sibling hostility, sibling affection, adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior in second-born adolescents. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.


Then the unconstrained model [χ2 (26) = 2.07, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.947; RMSEA = 0.051; SRMR = 0.051] and constrained model [χ2 (38) = 2.01, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.927; RMSEA = 0.050; SRMR = 0.059] were established. A notable change in the chi-square value was observed [Δχ2 (12) = 1.88, p < 0.05]. Consequently, the unconstrained model was selected as the baseline. Next, each path was constrained to be equal between first-born and second-born adolescents to test the differences in model paths. There was a significant difference from the baseline model if χ2 values were higher than 3.84 (df = 1) or 5.99 (df = 2).

The results indicated that the negative association between marital intimacy and sibling hostility was significantly stronger in first-born adolescents [Δχ2 (1) = 6.06]. The indirect effect of marital relationship on adolescent problem behaviors through sibling relationships also differed between first-born and second-born adolescents. Specifically, the association between marital intimacy and depressive symptoms through sibling hostility was significantly stronger in first-born adolescents [Δχ2 (2) = 6.28], as was the association between marital intimacy and aggressive behavior through sibling hostility [Δχ2 (2) = 6.95]. More detailed results are shown in Table 3.


TABLE 3    Path analysis testing a multiple-group path model.

[image: Path analysis table showing direct and indirect paths for first-born and second-born children, with estimates, standard errors, and p-values. Bold values indicate statistical significance. The table also presents chi-square tests for birth order differences. Pathways include marital intimacy, sibling hostility, and depressive symptoms.]




4 Discussion

A substantial number of studies have examined the impact of marital conflict on the negative function of adolescents while ignoring the role of marital intimacy (Erath et al., 2006; Philbrook et al., 2018; Swerbenski et al., 2023). Based on family system theory, we extended previous studies by including both marital conflict and intimacy, as well as depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior, in an integrated model. Additionally, we examined the mediating role of sibling relationships and the moderating influence of birth order within the context of the two-child policy in China. This not only enriches our understanding of multichild families but also contributes to a more comprehensive exploration of familial dynamics in the Chinese culture.

Aligned with previous findings, we found that marital conflict was positively associated with adolescent behavioral problems, while marital intimacy was negatively associated with them. Consistent with social learning theory, adolescents constantly learn how to deal with contradictions in the context of marital conflict and unconsciously develop the psychological tendency of aggression (Erath et al., 2006). Conversely, marital intimacy guides adolescents to cope with difficulties in proper ways rather than using violence, thus decreasing their aggressive behaviors (Herman and McHale, 1993). The emotional security hypothesis attributes such influence to adolescents’ sense of emotional security (Cummings et al., 2012). An open and positive marital relationship can provide emotional support, a source of delight and purpose in life for adolescents, which are vital to their mental health and psychosocial adjustment (Li et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2022). In contrast, exposure to marital conflict may evoke adolescents’ fear, pain, vigilance and hostility, potentially leading to depression and other mental illnesses (Cummings et al., 2012; Swerbenski et al., 2023). Thus, fostering a harmonious marital relationship may serve as a pivotal factor in mitigating adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behaviors.

The results of mediation analyses showed that marital conflict is indirectly associated with adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior through sibling hostility. This connection could be explained in two ways. First, adolescents who frequently view their parents quarrel are likely to imitate this behavior in interactions with others, such as siblings (Erath et al., 2006; van Berkel et al., 2022). Second, adolescents may be forced to choose a side when parents fight (Poortman and Voorpostel, 2009), which is likely to stress sibling interactions as well. Sibling hostility, in turn, correlates with later behavioral problems. Drawing upon Patterson’s coercive cycle model, negative sibling interaction may contribute to negative reinforcement of externalizing problems, thereby resulting in aggressive behavior (Patterson, 1984). Sibling hostility can also give rise to internalizing adjustment problems through decreased emotional support (Kim et al., 2007). In contrast to the mediational role of sibling hostility, the results showed that marital conflict is not related to adolescent behavioral problems through sibling affection. This lack of relationship may be due to the fact that sibling affection, as a positive interaction between siblings, is more likely to be influenced by marital intimacy. Marital conflict, on the other hand, had a smaller effect on positive interactions but was associated with sibling hostility by triggering socially learned behaviors (Poortman and Voorpostel, 2009; Chen, 2023). Above all, marital conflict has implications for sibling hostility, and with high sibling hostility, adolescents are at much greater risk of depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior.

In addition to testing our hypothetical mediation model, this study also presented a research question about the moderating role of siblings’ birth order. Through a comprehensive examination of all pathways, we found that the pathway from marital intimacy to sibling hostility, as well as the indirect pathway from marital intimacy to depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior through sibling hostility, were stronger in first-born adolescents, as compared with second-born adolescents. That is, first-born adolescents are potentially more sensitive to marital intimacy than second-born adolescents. In fact, it is common for parental comparisons and favoritism to occur after the birth of younger siblings in multichild families, especially in Asian cultures (Chen et al., 2021; Zhao et al., 2021). As a form of negative parenting, parental favoritism has implications for adolescent emotional and behavioral problems (Jensen and Whiteman, 2014). Subsequently, eldest children who lose parents’ attention tend to exhibit sibling hostility, depressive symptoms and aggressive behavior (Buhrmester and Furman, 1990; Chen, 2023). Given this, parents should establish a family atmosphere that is more intimate to protect their first child’s mental health.

There are some limitations to the current study. First, this research employed a cross-sectional design, indicating that the results are only correlational and not causal. The associations among the variables and possible mediation and moderation that should be further investigated in prospective longitudinal studies. Second, the information was assessed with self-report questionnaires among adolescents and parental perceptions of their relationships were not assessed. Future researchers can obtain paired data from parents and adolescents to compare the effects of various subjects. Last, this population was from 12 elementary and junior high schools in one province, the sample was relatively homogenous, which may limit the external validity of the results, future studies could include more representative samples.

Despite its limitations, this study has important theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, it provided an empirical framework to examine the associations between marital relationships and adolescent behavioral problems, as well as the mediating role of sibling relationships and the moderating effect of birth order. This research also extended previous studies by including two dimensions of parental relationships and sibling relationships, which contributes to more nuanced understanding of interactions between family subsystems. From a practical perspective, the results indicated that preventions aimed at reducing adolescent depressive symptoms and aggressive behaviors should also tackle family relationships, such as parental relationships and sibling relationships.



5 Conclusion

In conclusion, based on family system theory, the current study comprehensively investigated the mechanism by which marital and sibling subsystems affect adolescent development. The results revealed that marital intimacy was associated with adolescent behavioral problems through sibling affection and sibling hostility. While marital conflict was associated with sibling hostility, which was then further associated with adolescents behavioral problems. Additionally, we found a moderating role of birth order, that is first-born adolescents were more sensitive to marital relationship.
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Introduction: Parenting and peer victimization (PV) are crucial for adolescent drinking. To further explore the cause of adolescent drinking, the present study investigated the role of PV and personal growth initiative (PGI) in the relationship between parental corporal punishment (PCP) and adolescent drinking.
Methods: Present study build moderated mediation models to test the hypothesis, and detailed analysis of gender differences was conducted on the models. The data were collected in a cross-sectional questionnaire study with n = 1,007 adolescents (mean age = 13.16 years, 51.84% girls, n = 522).
Results: Model analysis showed that: (1) PV totally mediated the relationship between PCP and adolescent girls’ drinking behavior; (2) The positive association between PV and drinking was only significant for girls with low PGI.
Discussion: These findings underscore the importance of the protective effect of a personality trait characterized by spontaneous self-promotion on adolescent girls’ drinking.
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1 Introduction

Alcohol consumption is a global health risk factor that affects both urban and rural populations, it should be responsible for numerous deaths and illnesses and leading to various alcohol-related harms and health problems and also result in billions of dollars in medical and social costs (GBD Oesophageal Cancer Collaborators, 2020; Friesen et al., 2022). Adolescence is a period of vulnerability during which youths may begin to exhibit harmful behaviors, such as drinking (Spear, 2018). Since the mid-2000s, youth drinking has been declining in many high-income countries (Vashishtha et al., 2021), however, as a developing country, China has many underdeveloped areas where alcohol-related issues may be more prevalent (Friesen et al., 2022). A meta-analysis conducted in 2016 found that the past-30-day alcohol use rate among Chinese middle schoolers was 19% (Feng and Newman, 2016), alcohol consumption in China is projected to continue increasing in the coming decade due to rapid economic growth and weak alcohol deterrence policies (World Health Organization, 2018). Taking into account the aforementioned factors, it is likely that adolescent drinking in China will become a significant social and public problem, and may be associated with various adverse behavioral and mental outcomes in adolescents (eg. risk of sexual behavior, interpersonal violence, criminality, depression and anxiety) (Woodin et al., 2016; Waterman et al., 2019; Lee and Feng, 2021). Except of the negative impact on adolescent health, there is also a certain possibility that alcohol use may affect the brain development of adolescent individuals, adolescent neurons are more vulnerable than adult neurons to the effects of alcohol, even after a single dose (Mira et al., 2020).

Parental corporal punishment (PCP) should be considered a significant environmental risk factor for adolescent drinking. PCP is defined as the use of physical force to cause children to experience pain, as a means of correcting or controlling their behavior (Straus and Stewart, 1999). It can include behaviors such as slapping, grabbing, and spanking children, and is sometimes used as a parenting strategy (Martin et al., 2020). Physical punishment by parents can lead to negative behavioral outcomes in children across many cultures, including the U.S., Korea, and China (Lee and Watson, 2020). In China, the traditional beliefs of “spare the rod and spoil the child” and “beating is an expression of love” have contributed to the acceptance of parental corporal punishment as a disciplinary mode by many parents, in order to motivate their children to achieve higher academic standards (Li et al., 2021). However, parental corporal punishment can result in negative behavioral and psychological outcomes for adolescents, including depression, aggression, stealing, and somatic complaints (Liu and Wang, 2018; Chen et al., 2021). Additionally, parents who accept corporal punishment during their children’s upbringing are more likely to engage in increasingly severe abusive behaviors (King et al., 2018).

Parental corporal punishment is considered a negative parenting practice and can lead adolescents to feel increased pressure and negative emotions (Chen et al., 2021). According to the self-medication theory (Cooper, 1994; Khantzian, 1997), adolescents may turn to alcohol to alleviate negative emotions and stress. Soloski (2020) asserted that self-medication is a common mechanism for concurrent drinking caused by negative events. Therefore, there may be a positive correlation between PCP and adolescent drinking (Pollard and McKinney, 2019). However, previous Chinese studies have reported conflicting findings regarding the association between PCP and adolescent drinking onset. One study using Cox proportional hazards modeling revealed a robust association between PCP in childhood and younger drinking onset during adolescence (Cheng et al., 2011) while another study using longitudinal data and logistic analysis did not find such effects of maternal corporal punishment (Alati et al., 2010). Given the potential public health risks associated with adolescent drinking and the conflicting findings in previous studies, an in-depth discussion on the potential mediating and protective mechanisms of PCP and early adolescent drinking is warranted.


1.1 Mediating effect of peer victimization

Peer victimization (PV), or repeated victimization by peers who are stronger in one or more aspects, can take many forms including direct physical victimization or threats, as well as indirect forms such as gossip, rejection, and verbal or relational victimization (Kawabata, 2020). The spillover theory posits that individuals are embedded in various interdependent social systems and changes in one system, such as the family environment, can affect individuals’ emotions and behavior in other systems, including the peer environment (Almeida et al., 1999; Ladd and Parke, 2021). It is worth noting that most previous studies have often used spillover theory to explain the spread of conflicts within family subsystems, and fewer studies have considered the spillover of conflicts across subsystems like this article. In recent years, researchers have begun to extend spillover theory to explain the mutual influence of family systems and peer systems, negative parenting, parental rejection, and peer victimization were proved that they can mutually reinforce each other through depression and anxiety (Kaufman et al., 2020). However, there is a slight lack of empirical research on conflict spillovers between subsystems. Only one research suggests that individuals who have suffered from PCP are more vulnerable to peer victimization and report more behavioral problems (Martin et al., 2020), whether PCP can affect PV still needs more exploration.

In turn, peer victimization has been identified as a risk factor for adolescent drinking (Fernandez et al., 2017). Self-medication theory is again helpful in explaining this phenomenon, as PV is a common source of stress in adolescence and is robustly associated with adolescent depression and anxiety (Liu et al., 2018). Drinking is also a strategy used by adolescents suffering from PV to cope with negative emotions, the experiences of victimization in cyberspace can also affect individuals’ psychological and behavioral health (Perasso et al., 2021a), overall, the harm of victimization experiences to adolescents cannot be ignored. Additionally, psychological needs and a sense of belonging are often compromised due to PV, leading some adolescents to engage in problematic alcohol use to compensate for their dissatisfaction and to release negative emotions (Rowe et al., 2019). PV has also been shown to indirectly increase the risk of drinking through a lack of school belonging in high school (Woerner et al., 2019). Therefore, we will investigate PV as a potential mediator and its differential effects on different gender.



1.2 The moderating effect of personal growth initiative

Although PCP may significantly contribute to adolescent drinking behavior via peer victimization, not all individuals are equally likely to use alcohol, there is an interaction between genetic factors and environmental factors, which can affect adolescent problem behavior. Personal growth initiative (PGI) is a spontaneous upward movement that makes people take initiative to develop themselves, consisting of four dimensions: being ready to change, planning, using resources, and intentional behavior, according to Robitschek’s research (2012). Adolescents with a high level of PGI will have a stronger ability and more positive strategies to cope with stressful situations, resulting in less drinking (Chen et al., 2020). This positive internal state will enable adolescents to have stronger resilience and be less likely to fall into deviant peer relations and behaviors (Yakunina et al., 2013), thereby improving their happiness and subjective well-being (Borowa et al., 2018). From a more macro perspective, fostering adolescent PGI could benefit public health by not only decreasing adolescents’ drinking but also reducing internet disorder, cyberbullying, problematic gambling (Loo et al., 2014; Gan et al., 2022), and further alleviate adolescent mental problems. Therefore, PGI was both importance for network health and public mental health.

However, while PGI has been extensively studied in the context of college and adult vocational development (Gong et al., 2022), its potential role in the context of peer victimization and adolescent drinking behavior has not been thoroughly investigated. Nevertheless, there is indirect evidence to suggest that high levels of PGI may act as a protective factor against adolescent drinking. Dowling et al. (2021) found that a combination of positive mental health characteristics, including PGI, emotional support, and autonomy, were associated with a reduction in delinquent behavior in adolescents. Moreover, a systematic review has shown that PGI is positively associated with psychological, social, and emotional well-being, as well as positive affect (Pinto Pizarro de Freitas et al., 2016). Taken together, individuals with high levels of PGI are more likely to report positive psychological states and actively engage in life, and as such, may be less prone to problematic drinking, even when faced with victimization (Chen et al., 2020). Thus, it is reasonable to hypothesize that PGI may play a role in mitigating the relationship between PV and adolescent drinking.



1.3 Gender difference

Gender differences in drinking behaviors among early adolescents in China are significant, with drinking being more socially acceptable for boys than girls. According to traditional Confucian values, women were discouraged from drinking because it is incompatible with traditionally feminine traits, women have been taught “Hyun-sook” (i.e., be gentle and virtuous, and asked to teach children and serve the husband at home) and join less social affairs from an early age (Cui et al., 2018). As a result, girls are often socialized to participate in fewer social activities that involve alcohol. Additionally, females tend to have a higher risk perception of drinking and engage in less risky drinking patterns in China compared to males (He et al., 2016). Previous research on Chinese adolescents has consistently found that boys report more drinking than girls (Bo and Jaccard, 2020). However, apart from cultural factors, girls may also be more susceptible to negative family influences, which could contribute to their increased risk of drinking (Soloski and Berryhill, 2015). At the same time, a review for a western country found that over time, the drinking rate of girls has gradually increased in the past 30 years and surpassed boys which is not the same as the situation in China, this phenomenon also indicates that researchers around the world still need to take a deeper discussion on the gender differences in adolescent alcohol consumption to understand the role of gender (Raninen et al., 2023).

It is important to consider gender differences in the relationship between PV, PGI, and adolescent drinking behavior. Previous research has shown that peer victimization has more negative effects on predicting earlier drinking onset among adolescent girls than boys (Kim et al., 2019; Boyd et al., 2020). Woerner et al. (2019) also believe that girls are more vulnerable to peer victimization than boys. Furthermore, while high PGI has been found to be associated with less drinking among college girls (Coleman et al., 2016). Although the above-mentioned relationships may not hold true for adolescent, it is important to investigate the potential gender differences in the relationship between PV, PGI, and adolescent drinking behavior in our model.



1.4 Aims and hypotheses

The aim of present study is test the potential mechanism of PCP and adolescent drinking, and we separately test boys and girls by the moderated mediation models. In sum, we proposed and tested a moderated mediation model (Figure 1) and test three hypotheses.

[image: Flowchart showing relationships between four factors. Parental corporal punishment leads to peer victimization and drinking. Peer victimization also leads to personal growth initiative and drinking. Personal growth initiative leads to drinking.]

FIGURE 1
 Moderated mediation model.



H1: PCP will positively predict adolescent drinking behavior: adolescents who experienced high PCP will show more drinking behavior.
H2: PV will significantly mediate the relationship between PCP and adolescent drinking.
H3: PGI will significantly moderate the pathway from PV to adolescent drinking. Specifically, the pathways from PCP and PV to drinking will be stronger among adolescents with low PGI.






2 Methods


2.1 Participants

In this study, n = 1,007 students from several public junior high schools in south China were recruited as subjects through convenience sampling. Among them, 485 were male and 522 were females (51.84% girls). The mean age of the participants was 13.16 years and the ages range ranged from 11.58 to 16.17 years (SD = 0.67 years).



2.2 Measures


2.2.1 Parental corporal punishment

The Parental Corporal Punishment Questionnaire (Xu et al., 2017) was used. Participants were asked to report the number of times they had suffered corporal punishment from their parents, such as slaps/spanking, shaking, and other punishments in the past 6 months, there are 5 items on the scale. Each item is rated on a five-point scale, with 1 being “never” and 5 being “six times or more” and the total score being the average score for all items. The higher the score, the more corporal punishment there was. In the present study, Cronbach’s α of the questionnaire was 0.88. The questionnaire show great reliability and validity in the past research (Zhu et al., 2019).



2.2.2 Peer victimization

Peer victimization was measured by the questionnaire used by Zhou et al. (2014). The questionnaire consisted of 9 items, and participants were asked to self-report the number of times they had experienced peer victimization in the past 6 months, such as “Have you ever been scolded by a mate,” and “Have you ever been discriminated against by your peers.” A five-point scale was used, with 1 representing “never” and 5 representing “four times or more.” Finally, the average score of the 9 items was calculated. The higher the average score, the more frequent peer victimization. In this study, the Cronbach’s α of this questionnaire was 0.94. The questionnaire show great reliability and validity in the past research (Li et al., 2022).



2.2.3 Personal growth initiative

PGI was assessed by the second edition of the Personal Growth Initiative Scale (PGI-II; Robitschek et al., 2012) and translated by Guo and Ye (2016) The PGI-II has 4 factors: readiness for change (e.g., I know the aspect I need to change), planning(e.g., I know how to make a plan to change myself), utilization of available resources (e.g., I will ask someone for help when I met some trouble in my growing process), and initiative (e.g., I can catch every chance that makes me stronger), which were subdivided into 16 statements. Responses were on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “very inconsistent” and 5 = “very consistent.” The higher the total score, the higher the personal growth initiative. In this study, the measure demonstrated good reliability, Cronbach’s α was 0.95 in the present measurement. The questionnaire show great reliability and validity in the past research (Chen et al., 2020).



2.2.4 Drinking behavior

Participants reported the average number of times per month they had used alcohol (including beer, wine, and hard liquor) in the past 6 months. Responses were on a 6-point Likert scale from 1 = never to 6 = 8 or more times (Shigemoto and Robitschek, 2018). Higher scores indicated higher levels of drinking behavior. This instrument has demonstrated good validity in previous studies (Jiang et al., 2015). Higher scores mean a higher level of adolescent alcohol use. The Cronbach’s α was 0.92 for this questionnaire in the study. The questionnaire show great reliability and validity in the past research (Wang et al., 2022).




2.3 Procedure

This research was conducted with permission from the Academic Ethics Review at the university with which the second author is affiliated, we used the convenient sampling and conducted sampling at a middle school in Guangdong Province. Before beginning the investigation, all the parents and students provided informed consent for their adolescents to participate. At the beginning of the data collection session, it was emphasized to the participants that their answers to the questionnaires would be anonymous, questionnaires would be immediately sealed safekeeping, and only used for academic research. Adolescents were then instructed to complete the questionnaires independently. Data collection took place in the students’ regular classrooms during class time. The completion time was less than 30 min. Samples with a response time of less than 10 min or too many missing values will be screened out. After determining the available samples, we used the mean imputation method to deal with the missing values.



2.4 Statistical analyses

First, we used SPSS 26.0 to inspect descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations among variables and standardize the variables. Next, Model 4 of the PROCESS 4.0 macro was used to evaluate the mediation model and test the total effect of PCP on adolescent drinking, and mediating effects of PV. The final step used Model 14 to explore the moderated mediation model. These tests were conducted using bootstrapping with 5,000 iterations. Finally, a Johnson-Neyman test was used to investigate the more detailed effect of PGI.




3 Results


3.1 Mean, standard deviation, and correlation coefficient of each variable

PCP was significantly positive correlated with adolescent drinking (r = 0.08, p = 0.02) and PV (r = 0.37, p < 0.001), and PV was significantly positive related to drinking (r = 0.14, p < 0.001). PGI was significantly negative correlated to PV (r = −0.13, p < 0.001) and drinking (r = −0.11, p < 0.001, in Table 1). The correlation coefficient between gender and PV (r = 0.08, p = 0.01) shows that boys report more PV. These findings suggest that it is warranted to test the mediating effect of peer victimization and the moderating effect of a growth initiative in the moderated mediation model for different genders. And we test the common method bias was assessed by the Harman one-way test before model construction, the load of the maximum factor was 31.59%, which is less than the critical value of 40% (Lee et al., 2011).



TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlation coefficients of all variables.
[image: Correlation matrix showing relationships among variables: Gender, Age, Parental Corporal Punishment (PCP), Personal Growth Initiative (PGI), Peer Victimization (PV), and Drinking. Significant correlations include PCP with Age (−0.09**), PGI (−0.14***), PV (0.37***), and Drinking (0.08*), PV with Gender (0.08*), PGI (−0.13***), Drinking (0.14***), and Drinking with PGI (−0.11***). Sample size is 1,007, with gender coded as 1 for boys and 0 for girls. Bold indicates significance: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.]



3.2 Moderated mediation model test

The moderated mediation model was constructed in the total sample first, PCP could positive predict PV [β = 0.37, t = 12.54, p < 0.001, 95% CI (0.31, 0.43)], and PV positive predict adolescent drinking (β = 0.13, t = 3.74, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.06, 0.19]), the residual effect of PCP on drinking was not significant [β = 0.01, t = 0.27, p = 0.79, 95% CI (−0.06, 0.08), in Table 2]. PGI could significantly moderate the pathway from PV to drinking [β = −0.06, t = −2.62, p < 0.01, 95% CI (−0.11, −0.02)], specifically, the indirect effect (IE) was not significant in the high PGI adolescents but significant in the low PGI adolescents [IE of high PGI = 0.02, SE = 0.01, 95% CI (−0.004, 0.05), IE of low PGI = 0.07, SE = 0.03, 95% CI (0.02, 0.14)].



TABLE 2 Model results of the total sample.
[image: A table presents results from two equations: PV and Drinking. For Equation 1 (PV), significant predictors include Gender (β = 0.14, t = -2.40*) and PCP (β = 0.37, t = 12.54***). For Equation 2 (Drinking), significant predictors include ME: PV (β = 0.13, t = 3.74***), MO: PGI (β = -0.08, t = -2.66**), and ME × MO (β = -0.06, t = -2.62**). Indirect effects are noted with effect sizes of 0.02 and 0.07 for different PGI levels. R² values are 0.14 and 0.04. Significant values are bolded. Statistical significance is marked with *, **, and ***.]

Then we build the mediation models for different genders, we found that the moderated mediation model was only established for girls. Among boys, the moderated mediation model was not established, the indirect effect was not significant [IE = 0.01, SE = 0.01, 95% CI (−0.01, 0.04)], and the direct pathways of PCP [β = 0.03, t = 0.61, p = 0.54, 95% CI (−0.06, 0.10)] and PV on drinking [β = 0.03, t = 0.78, p = 0.44, 95% CI (−0.05, 0.12)] were not significant too. Besides, PGI could not moderate the pathway from PV to adolescent boys’ drinking [β = −0.01, t = −0.40, p = 0.69, 95% CI (−0.07, 0.05)].

Among girls, PCP positively predicted girls’ PV [β = 0.43, t = 10.28, p < 0.001, 95% CI (0.34, 0.51), in Figure 2], and PV positively predicted adolescent girls’ drinking [β = 0.24, t = 4.48, p < 0.001, 95% CI (0.13, 0.34)], and the residual direct effect of PCP on drinking was not significant [β = −0.05, t = −0.96, p = 0.34, 95% CI (−0.17, 0.06)]. The indirect effect of PCP on adolescent girls’ drinking through PV was significant [IE = 0.10, SE = 0.04, 95% CI (0.03, 0.19)], which indicate that PV totally mediates the relationship between PCP and girls’ drinking. PGI significantly moderated the direct pathway of PV to drinking [β = −0.13, t = −3.48, p < 0.001, 95% CI (−0.21, −0.06)] and the mediating pathway. Further, the bootstrap method was used to test the significance of the moderated mediating effect: (1) Among girls with low PGI, the indirect effect of the mediation pathway was significant [IE = 0.16, SE = 0.07, 95% CI (0.05, 0.31)]. (2) The IE was not significant among high PGI girls [IE = 0.05, SE = 0.04, 95%CI (−0.04, 0.13)].

[image: Diagram illustrating relationships between variables. Parental corporal punishment affects peer victimization with a coefficient of .43. Peer victimization influences drinking with a coefficient of .20. Personal growth initiative impacts drinking directly with a coefficient of .10, and an interaction term between personal growth initiative and peer victimization affects drinking with a coefficient of -.14. All coefficients have associated standard errors in parentheses.]

FIGURE 2
 Results of moderated mediation modern of girls. Note: Values outside the brackets are standardized regressive coefficients, n = 522, values in the brackets are standardized SE. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001. Moderated mediating effect tested by the bootstrap method: (1) Among girls with low PGI (Mean - 1SD), the indirect effect was significant [IE = 0.16, SE = 0.07, 95% CI (0.05, 0.31)]; (2) Among girls with medium PGI (Mean), the indirect effect was significant [IE = 0.10, SE = 0.04, 95% CI (0.03, 0.19)]; (3) Among girls with high PGI (Mean + 1SD), the indirect effect was insignificant [IE = 0.05, SE = 0.04, 95% CI (−0.04, 0.13)].


To explain the interaction in girls more clearly, simple slopes tests were carried out. Specifically, the pathway of PV to drinking was calculated when the mean growth initiative was plus (high PGI) or minus (low PGI) one standard deviation (Mean ± 1SD, in Figure 3). Results for girls showed that: (1) Among girls with low PGI, PV was significantly positively predicted drinking [β = 0.38, t = 5.81, p < 0.001, 95%CI = (0.22, 0.50)]. (2) There was no significant correlation between PV and drinking among girls with high PGI [β = 0.11, t = 1.62, p = 0.11, 95%CI = (−0.02, 0.24)].

[image: Diagram showing the relationships between parental corporal punishment, personal growth initiative, peer victimization, and drinking. Arrows indicate paths with respective coefficients. Parental corporal punishment influences peer victimization (.33 with significance). Other paths to drinking show weaker, non-significant coefficients (.03, .01, -.01).]

FIGURE 3
 Results of moderated mediation model for boys. Note: Values outside the brackets are standardized regressive coefficients, n = 485, values in the brackets are standardized SE. ***p < 0.001.Moderated mediating effect tested by the bootstrap method: (1) Among boys with low PGI (Mean - 1SD), the indirect effect (IE) was insignificant [IE = 0.01, SE = 0.02, 95% CI (−0.01, 0.05)]; (2) Among boys with medium PGI (Mean), the indirect effect was insignificant [IE = 0.01, SE = 0.01, 95% CI (−0.01, 0.04)]; (3) Among boys with high PGI (Mean + 1SD), the indirect effect was insignificant [IE = 0.01, SE = 0.01, 95% CI (−0.01, 0.03)].


And we made a more detailed Johnson-Neyman test which was called the “spotlight test” and could search for the significant point of simple slopes and the corresponding Z value of the moderator (Spiller et al., 2013), results in Figure 4 showed the relationship between PV and adolescent girls’ drinking was significant while the Z-score of PGI was lower than 0.85, and girls with Z-score of PGI below 0.85 accounts for 84.48% which highlight the importance of PGI for girls.

[image: Line graph showing the relationship between "Low-PGI" and "High-PGI" on drinking behavior, based on "Low-PV" and "High-PV" conditions. The solid line for Low-PGI shows a positive association (β = 0.38, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001), while the dashed line for High-PGI indicates a weaker association (β = 0.11, SE = 0.07, p = 0.11).]

FIGURE 4
 The simple slopes test results of the moderating effect of girls.





4 Discussion

Adolescent drinking is a prevalent and risky behavior, it impacts adolescent brains’ development (e.g., accelerated decline of gray matter) and could influence adolescents’ long-term development (de Goede et al., 2021), it increases alcohol related problems to put a burden on social economic and public health. Therefore, our results have important implications for revealing a potential path of PV between PCP and middle school students’ drinking and the protection role of PGI. We found a significant positive correlation between PCP and adolescent drinking, this pattern of results indeed showed the concurrency between PCP and drinking, and the missing residual effect in the mediation model emphasized the importance of PV, according to the self-medication theory, adolescents who have experienced peer bullying will try drinking alcohol to alleviate the negative impact of this interpersonal experience (Figure 5).

[image: Plot depicting a Johnson-Neyman test with "Z-score of PGI" on the x-axis and "Slope of PV to girl's drinking" on the y-axis. A blue line represents the PGI effect, with dashed lines indicating the ninety-five percent confidence interval. A point at the interaction of the vertical line and the slope line marks statistical significance.]

FIGURE 5
 Johnson-Neyman test results of girls. The solid blue line shows the change trend of slopes of PV to girls’ drinking while PGI increasing, and coarse dotted lines show the 95%CI of each slopes and the vertical thin dotted line was the dividing line between significance and insignificance of the slopes. While the Z-score of PGI was lower than 0.85, the relationship between PV and drinking was significant among adolescent girls, n = 522.


The model results demonstrate that the relationship between PCP and adolescent girls’ drinking was completely mediated by PV, providing partial support for our hypothesis. Spillover theory (Ladd and Parke, 2021) and prior research have suggested that children who experience negative parenting, such as PCP or parental rejection, in the family environment are also at risk of victimization in other contexts (Kaufman et al., 2020). This spillover effect can be explained by several factors. Firstly, adolescents who undergo corporal punishment in the family system may exhibit symptoms of maladjustment (e.g., anxiety, depression, conduct problems, social withdrawal), which can put them at a disadvantage and make them more susceptible to self-blame, thereby increasing their vulnerability to peer victimization (Kaufman et al., 2020). Secondly, PCP as a form of family violence can lead to a perpetuating cycle of violence for adolescents in the family or other social systems (e.g., school), causing them to adopt violent norms and potentially develop learned violence while socializing with more violent peers, ultimately heightening their risk of peer victimization (Xia et al., 2018). And our results are helpful in promoting the combination of self-medication theory and spillover theory, specifically, adolescent who experience any type of interpersonal violence are likely to suffer from other types of bullying. Drinking may be a refuge for them to avoid these negative emotions caused by the victimized experience, this indicates that alcohol use may be a non adaptive treatment method for negative interpersonal experiences. This may be a good beginning to propose interpersonal-medication theory. After clarifying the negative effects of PCP, it is particularly important to suggest that parents adopt a positive parenting approach and parental control was proved that it could be a protective factor reduced the frequency of adolescent drinking (Perasso et al., 2021b).

The positive association between PV and drinking was significant and consistent with previous studies. Adolescents may use alcohol to cope with negative emotions caused by PV, such as anxiety and hopelessness (Soloski, 2020). Additionally, PV may cause adolescents to excessively focus on their internal state, leading to increased alcohol use as a coping strategy (Meisel et al., 2018). Furthermore, PV may lead adolescents to accept violent norms, increasing their risk of associating with deviant peers and conforming to social drinking norms (Pesola et al., 2015). Boys, on the other hand, may be more likely to fight back against peer victimization but not endure the pain in silence. Thus, while the two segments of mediating pathways in boys were significant, we did not observe a mediating effect of PV on boys’ drinking.


4.1 Protective effect of personal growth initiative on adolescent girls

The results of the study revealed that PGI only had a moderating effect on adolescent girls, girls who had high PGI exhibiting higher levels of self-initiative and autonomy in avoiding deviant behavior such as drinking. The various components of PGI, including self-respect and respect for others, can reduce drinking frequency by improving self-esteem, and greatly reduce the negative impact of PV (Pesola et al., 2015; Pinto Pizarro de Freitas et al., 2016). Those girls with low PGI are unable to regulate their behaviors, while experienced high levels of peer victimization, they may not able to handle their negative emotions (e.g., anxiety and depression) (Woerner et al., 2019), and may be more likely to engage in drinking behaviors. At the same time, such girls may lack internal drive to positively plan for the future and improve themselves, and they may be more reluctant to devote their energies to positive behavior. When they are unable to deal with PV experience, they also lack the ability to use adaptive solutions. Furthermore, it is important to note that although we have found a full mediating effect in girls, we do not deny that there may be other mediating variables that can explain the relationship between PCP and girls’ drinking. More research is needed to analyze the underlying mechanism of this relationship.

Adolescent girls are more vulnerable to developing alcohol use disorder (AUD) than boys. While research conducted in another Asian country (i.e., Korea) has shown that more adolescent boys are drinkers than girls, adolescent girls who do drink exhibit higher rates of risky drinking behavior than boys (Jeon et al., 2020). Furthermore, adolescent girls are more likely to experience stressful life events, and are more susceptible to neurodevelopmental deficits, which can impair attention performance and lead to thinner frontal cortical development in girls with drinking disorders as compared to boys. Continued alcohol use by adolescent girls puts them at higher risk for brain damage and behavioral problems in the future. The impact of drinking on adolescent girls’ development is significant and has been linked to various public health problems, such as anxiety, risky sexual decision-making, and drug use (Woodin et al., 2016; Waterman et al., 2019; Lee and Feng, 2021). Our results suggest that cultivating adolescent girls’ PGI may be a possible intervention for addressing these issues.

According to traditional values (Cui et al., 2018), avoiding alcohol is not considered a positive behavior for boys and could even be viewed as damaging to their masculinity which can explain the insignificance effect of PGI on boys (Piko, 2006). Conversely, drinking is viewed as a violation of gender norms for girls (Cui et al., 2018), and as such, high PGI girls may be more likely to control their behaviors to comply with gender norms avoid engaging in drinking, they are more likely to devote their energy to planning the future and mobilizing resources, and are more able to respond to negative environments in a positive manner.

Although PGI only shows a protective effect for girls, the value of PGI has not affected by this partially protective effect. It highlights the importance of cultivating girls’ initiative to seek self-improve. Furthermore, our Johnson-Neyman test showed that the majority of girls (84.48%) have not developed sufficient PGI, placing them at risk of engaging in drinking behavior. We are also concerned that they may face other psychological and behavioral challenges in the future. Implementing short-term self-growth goals and programs for these adolescents can be a proven and effective intervention (Shigemoto, 2021). For early adolescent girls, setting attainable goals related to academic achievement, physical exercise, moral education, and aesthetic education may be a reasonable plan to improve their PGI, reduce the negative consequences of drinking, and alleviate the burden of public health.



4.2 Implications and limitations

The results of this study contribute to the theoretical value of self-medication theory and spillover theory in the field of adolescent psychology, particularly in the context of families and schools. Our study specifically investigated the direct relationship between PCP and adolescent drinking, and found that PV played a crucial role in mediating this relationship among adolescent girls. Moreover, our findings also highlight the developmental importance of PGI in adolescent girls, as a protective factor against alcohol use disorder.

The implications of our study suggest that interventions targeting peer victimization as a risk factor for alcohol use should focus on increasing PGI in adolescent girls. In addition, future research should take into account gender differences when examining the relationship between drinking, PV, and PGI. It is also recommended that further research investigate other positive personality traits that may be beneficial for reducing drinking behavior among adolescent boys. It is concerning that the drinking rate among Chinese teenagers has been gradually increasing from 2002 to 2016, and this trend may continue in the future (Jeon et al., 2020). Therefore, we hope that our study can serve as a basis for the cultivation of positive psychological qualities (e.g., PGI) in teenagers, which may help to mitigate their drinking behavior and improve their overall well-being.

Although this study is valuable, there are some limitations that need to be addressed. First, it would be beneficial to use a range of research methods to collect more comprehensive data on other positive psychological characteristics or states (e.g., hope, gratitude) as buffers, and control for family and school-related variables more effectively. Second, the data were collected from a low-risk sample with lower reported drinking rates, so these findings may not generalize to high-risk groups. Third, as puberty is a unique period of development, the results may not be applicable to other age groups, and caution should be exercised when generalizing these findings. Lastly, using a longitudinal and cross-lagged model with multiple informants (e.g., teachers, parents, and peers) to confirm the relationships among these variables would be more effective than relying solely on cross-sectional research. Last but not least, solely self-report scales that may provoke social desirability in the respondents, using a multi-reporter and quali-quantitative methodology approach may avoid these defect.



4.3 Conclusion

The current study offers valuable insights into the relationship between PCP, PV, and alcohol use in girls, using a well-fitting moderated mediation model. The results suggest that peer victimization plays a significant mediating role in the relationship between PCP and drinking, and that girls with higher levels of PGI exhibit lower levels of drinking. These findings highlight the importance of encouraging early adolescent girls to cultivate their own personal growth, as it may help protect them against drinking behavior in the context of PV.
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Introduction: A smooth transition to primary school is positively related to children’s later school experience. Certain parental school-readiness beliefs and parenting styles, among other factors, contribute to the smoothness of this transition.
Methods: Therefore, this study adopted a latent profile analysis to examine the patterns of Chinese parents’ school-readiness beliefs and their parenting styles and investigated socioeconomic status (SES) differentials in both. Two-stage probability sampling method is adopted in this study and a total of 1,204 Chinese parents of 5- to 6 years-old children were investigated with school-readiness beliefs scale, Parenting Styles and Dimensions Questionnaire, as well as scale of attitudes regarding roles in school readiness All data analyses were processed in Mplus 8.6.
Results and discussion: Three profiles were identified: (1) supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness; (2) partially supportive parenting with a reflection of school readiness; (3) weakly supportive parenting with no emphasis on school readiness. Higher SES was found to be more likely to be associated with membership in Profile 1 rather than Profile 2. The present study shows quantitative support for Anette Lareau’s work and has implications for the development of more targeted parental intervention programs.
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Introduction

The successful transition from pre-primary school to primary school lays a solid foundation to children’s later school success (Ghaye and Pascal, 1989; Burrell and Bubb, 2000). A multitude of studies stress the contribution of family contexts to children’s school readiness both theoretically and empirically. From the perspective of bio-ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2005), family contexts are placed in the micro-system surrounding the transition process and exert the most proximal effect on a child’s transition to school. Parents’ school-readiness beliefs, what parents perceive as important competence of their child for school readiness, and parental involvement in getting their child ready for school both constitute important factors in such contexts. The academic socialization model (Taylor et al., 2004) postulates that parents’ beliefs on school readiness have an impact on children’s transition outcomes through parental involvement such as transition practices. Empirical studies show supportive evidence for such effects. On one hand, children’s transition outcomes like school-readiness skills and academic achievement growth are found to be positively linked to their parents’ school readiness beliefs (Barbarin et al., 2008; Puccioni, 2015): children performed better in school-readiness domains that their parents valued highly (Barbarin et al., 2008). Additionally, parental involvement contributes to successful transition to school and well-being of children (Puccioni, 2018; Heel et al., 2020; Ng et al., 2020; Slicker et al., 2021; Polat and Bayındır, 2022; Cui, 2023). Further exploration of the underlying mechanism of this effect showed that parental school-readiness beliefs could influence a child’s transition to school by mediating parental involvement, and they thus provide an important indirect impact on children’s school readiness (Sy and Schulenberg, 2005; Puccioni, 2015). Consequently, parents’ school-readiness beliefs are a contributor to children’s school readiness. As a feature of parenting practices, parenting style also directly influences children’s development. Research on Chinese kindergarten parents shows associations between parenting style and children’s school-readiness outcomes (Xia et al., 2020; Xia, 2022). The study of Xia et al. (2020) reveals a negative association between the authoritarian parenting style and children’s socioemotional school-readiness outcomes as well as a positive association between authoritative parenting and school readiness, including both academic and socioemotional outcomes. Qualitative evidence shows that certain combinations of parenting styles and school-readiness beliefs could be associated with socioeconomic status (SES) groups (Lareau, 2002), though quantitative evidence is lacking. Thus, it is necessary to identify subgroups of parents by taking into consideration both factors with a quantitative and person-centered approach. As parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style are associated with children’s school-readiness outcomes and may be more amenable to change compared to other factors like SES, which is associated with children’s academic achievement, exploring this topic could be critical for parental intervention programs aiming to tackle equity in the transition to primary school.

Given the above, the present study takes a person-centered approach to explore typologies based on the combination of Chinese parents’ school-readiness beliefs and their parenting style, as well as factors associated with profile memberships. We conducted a latent profile analysis based on a large sample of parents of children in the last year of kindergarten, before entering primary school, in Chongqing, China. Given that Chinese parents’ school-readiness beliefs are understudied, the present study aims to add to the existing literature by delineating their school-readiness beliefs and parenting styles. This could also help reveal the complexity of factors associated with child school readiness and how they associate in subgroups of parents. Last but not least, identifying subgroups of parents holding certain school-readiness beliefs and displaying certain parenting styles would facilitate the recognition of subgroups of families in which children are at a higher risk of being unready, conducive to more effective parental intervention programs.


Parents’ school-readiness beliefs

A body of research has documented the variability of parents’ school-readiness beliefs (Piotrkowski et al., 2000; Sy and Schulenberg, 2005; Hatcher et al., 2012; Puccioni, 2015) in various contexts and across cultures. Parents in different cultures hold divergent school-readiness beliefs. Basically, the main feature distinguishing different school readiness beliefs lies in the tensions between academic skills and social-emotional learning. On one hand, such divergence could be related to the cultural tradition, for instance, Asian tradition stressing the importance of academic learning more than European. As it is revealed in the study by Sy and Schulenberg (2005), Asian American parents espouse stronger school-readiness beliefs in the value of academic or cognitive skills compared to European American parents. Australian migrant parents with Asian background value academic and social development most and focus less on emotional learning and communication skills (Binasis et al., 2022). On the other hand, the preschool system feature could also play a role in the divergence of school-readiness belief across cultures. In some preschool systems, play-oriented pedagogy is the tradition, while in others, academic-focus tendency has been a long history. In more play-oriented preschool system, parents value the social-emotional learning more than academic learning. For instance, in Danmark, the tradition of preschool focuses on play as well as the social learning of children. Danish parents deem social learning to be the most important skills for a child’s school readiness, while academic competence is not important as it could grow naturally (Kjaer et al., 2020). While, in many Asian preschool systems including China, academic-focus pedagogical practices are more culturally rooted than play-oriented paradigm (Bautista et al., 2021), findings on parents’ school readiness beliefs show different features. A few studies show that Chinese parents generally value children’s academic skills and personal qualities or approaches to learning, like self-confidence and perseverance, interest in learning, etc. (Zhang et al., 2008; Chan, 2012). These studies delineate the characteristics of school-readiness beliefs of Chinese parents. However, their findings were based on relatively small and nonrepresentative samples of about 200 parents and covered two regions of China (Hong Kong and the City of Changchun); given the cultural and geographic diversity of China and its large population, the current study tries to add to existing literature and better understand Chinese parents’ school-readiness beliefs by drawing on a representative sample from the City of Chongqing, China.

Most studies examine parents’ readiness beliefs using a variable-centered approach (Abry et al., 2015; Puccioni, 2015), measuring the variable as homogeneous and continuous, while some research reveals that parents’ school-readiness beliefs could be discontinuous in nature. There could be different subgroups of parents holding different patterns of school-readiness beliefs even in a given sociocultural context. Barbarin et al. (2008) collected qualitative data from parents in a disadvantaged community in the US and showed that several patterns emerged in terms of parents’ responses. For instance, some parents emphasize a single domain while others stress multiple domains. The most common combination pattern was highlighting general knowledge, social competence or self-regulation, whereas one rare pattern placed a very high expectation on academic skills. Besides, some quantitative research reveals that among US immigrant parents from China, the Dominican Republic and El Salvador, two profiles of parents’ school-readiness beliefs were found; the first emphasizes academic skills and the second emphasizes learning-related skills (Sawyer et al., 2022). Kim et al. (2005) identifies three subgroups of parents with a representative sample in the US by using cluster analysis, namely, typical, high standards and low academic emphasis groups. Whereas, a latent profile analysis in another study with a representative sample in the US found that there are two main subgroups of parents who hold distinct school-readiness beliefs, namely. High expectation and very high expectation (Slicker et al., 2021). The exploratory nature of cluster analysis and latent profile analysis as well as parents’ beliefs may change over the decades, and sample characteristics could lead to inconsistent research findings. Such studies with a person-centered approach contributed to our knowledge of the heterogeneity of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and shed light on parental intervention programs, as certain school-readiness beliefs could be associated with parental involvement and thus with children’s school readiness. However, in extant research, to our knowledge, few studies have addressed Chinese parents’ school-readiness beliefs from a person-centered perspective, thus very little is known about the patterns of Chinese parents’ school-readiness beliefs and the characteristics associated with certain patterns.

Consistent with multiple dimensions of a child’s school-readiness competence, which usually includes cognitive and language development, social-emotional skills, behavioral adjustment, physical and health development, approaches to learning, etc. (Gai, 2007; Janus and Offord, 2007; Hughes et al., 2015), parents’ school-readiness beliefs are multi-dimensional as well. Among prior studies on the patterns or profiles of parents’ school-readiness beliefs, only a few probed school-readiness beliefs in terms of the multidimensional conceptualization of school readiness (Piotrkowski et al., 2000; Sawyer et al., 2022), whereas most studies focused on parents’ beliefs in a narrower scope of school readiness, mainly regarding academic and social-emotional skills (Slicker et al., 2021). Although Sawyer et al. (2022) consider more than 5 domains of parents’ school-readiness beliefs, their study only includes 63 US immigrant parents, of which 22 are Chinese with a relatively high SES; such sample characteristics limit the generalization of results.



Parents’ school-readiness beliefs, parenting style, attitudes regarding roles in school readiness, and SES

Given the fundamental role school transition plays in a child’s later school experience, it is crucial to level the playing field for children at school entry to promote equality in education. However, disparities in children’s school readiness were identified across socioeconomic status (SES) spectrums in many countries including China (Fitzpatrick et al., 2014; Larson et al., 2015; Wolf and McCoy, 2019; Ren et al., 2020). Such gaps could be derived partly from the variation of parents’ school-readiness beliefs related to SES, which result in a gap between parental involvement and children’s school readiness. According to the academic socialization model, parents’ beliefs, transition practices and children’s transition outcomes are shaped by socioeconomic and cultural contexts (Taylor et al., 2004). Thus, SES could be associated with parents’ school-readiness beliefs. Though it is revealed that parents’ school-readiness beliefs vary within cultural and socioeconomic contexts, such as ethnicity (Barbarin et al., 2008; Puccioni, 2018) and the education level of parents (West et al., 1993), the association between patterns of such beliefs and SES had not been adequately studied, especially with a quantitative approach.

Besides, an association between parents’ school-readiness beliefs, parenting style and SES has been documented by qualitative studies. Parenting style is used to describe a typology of features in parenting practice. Researchers categorize parenting style into four types: authoritative, authoritarian, permissive and negligent parenting, according to two dimensions of parenting behavior: parental responsiveness and control (Baumrind, 1971; Maccoby and Martin, 1983). Authoritative parenting features high control and high responsiveness, authoritarian parenting is characterized as high control and low responsiveness. Permissive parenting is low in control and high in responsiveness, while negligent parenting is low in both control and responsiveness. Authoritative parenting is mainly characterized by democratic parenting, encouraging autonomy, and setting up clear standards for children’s conduct, while authoritarian parenting displays more directive parenting, forceful and punitive discipline, and an expectation of obedience to parental authority (Gafoor and Kurukkan, 2014; Asio and College, 2023). Authoritative and authoritarian parenting practices, linked with specific school-readiness beliefs, are potentially featured in subgroups of parents, as shown in qualitative studies. For instance, findings from well-known qualitative research highlight that parents from disadvantaged backgrounds or from minority ethnic groups had a higher propensity of using authoritarian and directive parenting strategies and emphasized more knowledge of facts and self-regulatory readiness skills (e.g., obedience), than their middle-class counterparts (Lareau, 2002, 2011; Tobin and Arzubiaga, 2013). Similarly, Barbarin et al. (2008) reported in their research that parents in a high-need community who hold traditional views of children and authoritarian views of control tend to have narrow views of school readiness and parents who are high in the use of directive strategies have the tendency to emphasize the importance of knowledge for school readiness (Barbarin et al., 2008). Thus, from a person-centered perspective, we could expect certain combinations of parenting style and parents’ school-readiness beliefs to be identified in the population of parents, and in turn, have an impact on children’s school-readiness outcomes. However, such an association is still to be tested with quantitative studies.

How parents perceive roles of their own and school settings in school readiness constitute another aspect of parents’ beliefs relevant to children’s school readiness. Peterson et al. (2018) investigated the attitudes regarding roles in school readiness among US latino parents with low income and found that they emphasize their own role in school readiness much more than that of schools. However, such attitudes are underexplored in extant literature, with very few studies focusing on the topic. And to the best of our knowledge, Chinese studies concerning such attitudes are lacking. However, it is worth examination as attitudes of roles in school readiness could be a proxy for the extent of parents’ willingness of investment in facilitating their children’s school readiness.



Present study

Numerous studies have examined parents’ school-readiness beliefs or parenting style as factors associated with a child’s school readiness, using a variable-centered approach. However, smaller subgroups of parents with different school-readiness beliefs and parenting style could not be identified in variable-centered studies due to the major focus on the average level of variables of interest. Besides, as subgroups of parents with a specific combination of school-readiness beliefs and parenting style could potentially exist based on previous studies (Lareau, 2002, 2011; Barbarin et al., 2008; Tobin and Arzubiaga, 2013), it would be more informative to use a person-centered approach to delineate a more nuanced relationship of the two factors associated with children’s school readiness. Additionally, this study adds to the existing literature by investigating Chinese parents’ school-readiness beliefs using a person-centered approach on a large probability sample, which was seldom addressed previously. Consequently, this study is guided by the following questions and hypotheses:

	1. How many groups of Chinese parents could be identified based on their school-readiness beliefs and parenting styles (authoritarian and authoritative)? What are these groups like?
	2. Are SES and other family demographics and child characteristics associated with patterns of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style? If yes, how are they associated with profiles based on parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style?
	3. How do the identified subgroups of parents view their own roles and the school’s role in school readiness?

Generally speaking, this study is exploratory research, and its hypotheses are described in a broader manner as follows. For the first question, we expect to find 3 to 4 groups with a distinct combination of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style. However, as very few studies have explored this subject with a person-centered approach, the number of groups is an open question. Furthermore, we hypothesize that one group of parents in China might hold more academic-oriented school-readiness conceptions, endorse more self-regulatory skills, display more authoritarian and less authoritative parenting. And one group of parents could be less academic-oriented, stress social-emotional skills and approaches to learning, show more authoritative and less authoritarian parenting. For the second question, as prior studies showed, we hypothesize that the lower SES would be associated with high authoritarian, low authoritative parenting and with school-readiness conceptions that emphasize more academic-oriented and self-regulatory skills. In contrast, higher SES would be associated with high authoritative, low authoritarian parenting, with parents’ beliefs placing more emphasis on social–emotional readiness. For the third question, we do not formulate a specific hypothesis as this question is more exploratory than confirmatory.




Materials and methods


Research design

The present study adopted a cross-sectional design to address the above research questions. We surveyed parents’ school readiness beliefs, their parenting styles, SES, and their attitudes about roles in school readiness simultaneously, as these variables could be relatively stable, thus, we inspected them only once in our study. The data collection was conducted during COVID-19 pandemic, starting from November 2022 to March 2023, with intermittent interruptions caused by repeated closures of kindergartens.



Participants

To generate representative samples, we drew samples from Chongqing in China, which is one of four municipalities directly under the central government of China (the other three are Beijing, Shanghai and Tianjin). The sampling frame is parents of kindergarteners before school entry (children aged 5 to 6 years old) in about 5,660 kindergartens in the city of Chongqing. The rationale is that parents of children in the last year of ECEC are much more likely to think about the transition to school than parents of younger children because the school entry time is approaching. It would be easier to elicit their valid school-readiness beliefs. We drew a two-stage probability sample.

We collected data mainly through online self-completion questionnaires. Before administering the questionnaire survey, we contacted the principals of selected kindergartens in person or by phone, to clarify the research purpose and ask for their consent to participate in the study. At the first stage, we randomly selected and contacted 45 kindergartens, of which 35 agreed with participation. At the second stage, all eligible parents were surveyed. Online self-completion questionnaires were sent to the principal of each kindergarten, who distributed the questionnaires to all parents of children in the last year of kindergarten before school entry. For parents who were not able to fill in the online questionnaire due to limited access to internet and mobile devices, pen-and-paper questionnaires were delivered.

Thus, the final sample consisted of 1,204 parents of kindergarteners in the last year before school entry in Chongqing. The response rate at the kindergarten level was 86%, and the response rate for parents’ questionnaires was roughly 63%. Detailed characteristics of the final sample of parents are presented in Table 1; the sample covers a wide range of SES levels.



TABLE 1 Demographic characteristics and socioeconomic status (N = 1,204).
[image: Table displaying demographic characteristics and socioeconomic data: gender distribution (51% boys, 49% girls), age (mean 71.76 months), birth order, education levels, occupation categories, book quantities at home, travel occurrences before COVID-19, household income ranges, and socioeconomic status score.]




Measures


School-readiness beliefs

The current scale used for surveying parents’ school-readiness beliefs was adapted based on the item pool in the existing literature. The battery of items was mainly selected from scales and interview responses in 6 studies (Piotrkowski et al., 2000; Barbarin et al., 2008; Abry et al., 2015; Mullis and Martin, 2017; Puccioni, 2018; Sawyer et al., 2022). Scales in two of these studies were used to measure Chinese respondents’ school-readiness beliefs or used internationally, which lend insight into the development of the scale in our study (Mullis and Martin, 2017; Sawyer et al., 2022). In the aforementioned 6 scales, school-readiness beliefs were measured in several domains, including beliefs on the importance of children’s academic competence, social-emotional skills, self-regulatory behaviors, approaches to learning or interest/engagement, as well as self-care/independence, though some studies focused on only 2 to 3 dimensions. Based on the theoretical dimensions of school readiness and the above dimensions for measuring school-readiness beliefs in extant literature, the scale in the present study was structured with 5 domains, namely academic, social-emotional, self-regulatory, approaches to learning, and self-care.

The preliminary scale included 33 items covering 5 domains. Translation into Chinese and back-translation were used to adapt the English scale to the Chinese version. Then the scale in Chinese was read by experts in the Chinese language, kindergarten teachers and experts in education to ensure coherence and avoid ambiguity or the over-complication of statements. The scale requires the respondents to rate each item from 1 to 5, ranging from not important to very important, according to their own perception on the importance of specific skills for a child’s school readiness.

We conducted an exploratory factor analysis before the survey with the data of a pilot study, which included 240 parents of kindergarteners in the last year before school entry. However, in partial contrast to our theoretical construct, the exploratory factor analysis yielded a final 4-factor solution that encompassed 14 items. The four factors were academic competence (3 items, including count by oneself, knows characters, etc.), approaches to learning (3 items, including self-confidence, has patience, etc.), self-regulatory competence (4 items, such as pays attention, follows directions), and social-emotional competence (4 items, including takes turns, communicates needs verbally, etc.). A confirmatory factor analysis of the 4-factor measurement model showed indices that adequately fit the current sample (TLI = 0.96, CFI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.083, SRMR = 0.03). Item loadings across the 4 dimensions range from 0.67 to 0.95, which are considered strong associations. Cronbach alphas for the 4 domains are all above 0.90, and Cronbach alpha for the whole scale is 0.95.



Parenting style

Parenting style is measured by the Parenting Styles and Dimensions Questionnaire (PDSQ) (Robinson et al., 2001), which is a five-point Likert-type scale. In the present sample, we only used the authoritarian and authoritative subscale, and based on the confirmatory factor analysis of the sample, we also excluded one item from the original authoritarian subscale in the measurement model to achieve a good fit. The authoritative subscale covers the dimensions of connection (5 items), regulation (5 items) and autonomy granting (5 items) in parenting practices. The final authoritarian subscale used in the present study measures the dimensions of physical coercion (3 items), verbal hostility (4 items) and non-reasoning/punitive (4 items) in parenting practices.

The confirmatory factor analysis showed a good fit for the authoritarian subscale. Most of the fit indices fell into the range of a good fit (CFI = 0.933, TLI = 0.91, GFI = 0.92, SRMR = 0.04. RMSEA = 0.091 [0.077, 0.10]). Item loadings of the authoritarian scale range from 0.45 to 0.85, indicating moderate to strong associations. The authoritative subscale shows good validity in the current sample as well, with all fit indices falling into the range of a very good fit (CFI = 0.961, TLI = 0.953, GFI = 0.932, SRMR = 0.04, RMSEA = 0.057 [0.045, 0.069]). Item loadings of the authoritative scale range from 0.58 to 0.80, indicating strong associations. Cronbach alpha of the authoritarian subscale is 0.91, while that of the authoritative subscale is 0.87, indicating good reliability.



Parents’ attitudes regarding their roles in school readiness

Parents’ attitudes regarding their roles in school readiness were measured with a scale of 5 items. The items of this scale were adapted from the subscale used in the 2007 School Readiness Parent Survey of the US Department of Education National Household Education Surveys Program (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007; Peterson et al., 2018). The relevant attitudes were measured using 5-point Likert-type items, asking about how parents rate their own and the school’s responsibilities for their child’s school readiness. The exploratory factor analysis yielded a two-factor solution. The two factors were termed family role and school role, respectively. The family role includes 3 items, requiring parents to rate the importance and their own responsibility for preparing their child for school, for instance: “Preparing my child for school is important to me and my family.” The school role covers 2 items, asking parents about their opinion on the responsibility of kindergartens and primary schools in preparing children for school, for instance: “Preparing my child for school is the responsibility of kindergarten.” A confirmatory factor analysis showed that factor loadings of the items ranged from 0.86 to 0.97, indicating high factor loadings. The confirmatory factor analysis factor model showed a good fit (CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98, GFI = 0.98, SRMR = 0.02, RMSEA = 0.061 [0, 0.17]). The reliability of the whole scale is acceptable, with Cronbach α = 0.77.



Socioeconomic status

SES is measured with multiple items, including parents’ education, occupation, the possession of books at home, household income, as well as the annual frequency of family traveling before COVID-19. The items about parents’ education, occupation and books in household are well-developed indicators for SES used in TIMSS 2019 (Mullis and Martin, 2017). Family travel occurrences annually and household income are added as indicators for SES in the present study as well. Socioeconomic status (SES) is measured in this study by the highest level of occupation of parents, the highest level of education of parents, the number of children’s books in the home, the number of books in the home, and the household income. The composite score of the above items is computed via a principal component analysis.



Family demographic characteristics

Demographic information regarding children and parents was also requested via the parents’ questionnaire, including the child’s gender, age, their birth order as well as the caregiver’s age.



Analytic approach

Given that latent profile analysis is advantageous for addressing research questions concerning qualitatively configural differences that involve many variables, which are not easily realized by other techniques (Spurk et al., 2020), the present study mainly adopts this method for its data analysis. To answer the first research question, we used latent profile analysis to distinguish between groups of parents based on parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style because this model-based statistics method allows us to identify underlying homogeneous subgroups in the population of parents and capture as much variation as possible between groups. Then, to answer research question 2, we tested the hypothesis about predictors (SES and demographic characteristics) for profile membership for different combinations of parental school-readiness beliefs and parenting style by applying the three-step approach (Vermunt, 2010; Asparouhov and Muthén, 2014) of latent profile analysis. The first step is to fit the model and identify the underlying latent classes. The second step is to assign individuals to classes based on posterior probabilities. In the final step, the covariates were used to predict latent profile membership, using the assigned profile as the indicator variable for the new latent class model. To answer the third research question, we used descriptive statistics with an inferential Wald equality test of means (Wang et al., 2005; Asparouhov, 2007) to compare differences between groups’ means. All analyses were processed in Mplus 8.6 (Muthén and Muthén, 2017).




Results


Latent profiles of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style

Latent profile analysis was conducted to identify latent profiles based on parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style. Table 2 shows the comparisons of fit indices for 2- to 4-profile solutions. We mainly relied on the BIC for model comparison and choice of the appropriate model, given the good performance and consistency of this index for selecting the correct model with larger sample sizes (Tofighi and Enders, 2008). Besides, we also take into consideration the percentage of cases assigned to each profile and the conceptual interpretation and meaningful classification of profiles (Ram and Grimm, 2009). As Table 2 shows, the AIC, BIC, and aBIC are the lowest, with three-profile solutions in comparison with other solutions, indicating an optimal model fit, as smaller values indicate a better model fit regarding these indices (Geiser, 2013). Meanwhile, the entropy of the three-profile solution is 0.94, which shows accuracy in assigning parents to profiles and good separation between the three profiles (Geiser, 2013). Regarding the profile size, the additional profile in the three-profile solution contains more than 1% of the total sample size and more than 25 cases, which is acceptable (Lubke and Neale, 2006). Both the BLRT and the LMRLRT favor a three-profile solution over a two-profile solution (2*∆LL = 2538.89, p < 0.0001), and a four-profile solution would further improve on the three-profile solution. However, when taking into consideration the above indices and the conceptual interpretability of the solution, we decided that the three-profile solution is the optimal model.



TABLE 2 Fit indices for latent profile analysis based on parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style.
[image: Table compares models with two, three, and four profiles detailing count, proportion, entropy, AIC, BIC, aBIC, LMRLRT, and BLRT values. Two-profile shows 879 and 325 counts; three-profile, 861, 312, and 31; four-profile, 399, 317, 276, and 31. LMRLRT and BLRT indicate significance levels.]

Table 3 shows the mean values of the school-readiness beliefs and parenting style for the three latent profiles. We named the three profiles based on the means of school-readiness beliefs and parenting style indicators to highlight the characteristics of each underlying subgroup of parents. We conducted Wald tests of parameter constraints to examine whether the pair-wise mean differences of the indicators across profiles are statistically significant. To control the risk of Type I error, we use the Bonferroni (1936) correction to interpret the results of Wald tests. We applied a Bonferroni (1936) correction for the interpretation of the results of Wald tests. We compared means for each profile indicator three times (1 v. 2, 1 v. 3, 2 v. 3). Thus, we use an alpha of (α = 0.017 (0.05/3 = 0.017) when determining significant differences of means shown in Table 3. As shown in Table 3, means of the indicators differ significantly across profiles except that of authoritarian parenting.



TABLE 3 Mean values for the three latent profiles.
[image: Table comparing parenting profiles on school-readiness beliefs and parenting style. Profiles include: 1) Supportive parenting with a strong emphasis on readiness (71%), 2) Partially supportive parenting (26%), and 3) Weakly supportive with no emphasis (3%). Metrics are given as means (M) with standard errors (SE). Categories are academic, learning approaches, social-emotional, self-regulatory, authoritarian, and authoritative parenting styles. A Bonferroni correction was applied for statistical significance. Differences noted at p < 0.02; superscripts indicate non-significant differences at p < 0.02.]

As displayed in Table 3, Profile 1 is characterized as Supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness and constitutes 71% of parents. Profile 2 features Partially supportive parenting with a reflection of school readiness and is less prevalent in comparison with Profile 1, with 26% parents in the population belonging to this class. Profile 1 and Profile 2 feature a somewhat lower emphasis on the importance of concrete academic skills compared to other domains. The smallest proportion (3%) of parents belong to Profile 3, which is characterized as Weakly supportive parenting with no emphasis on school readiness. Notably, academic skills are rated slightly higher relative to the other domains in Profile 3.

For the overall sample, as Table 3 shows, the mean scores of school-readiness beliefs and parenting style show a high level of overall emphasis on the school-readiness competence of children, a low frequency of authoritarian parenting, and a high frequency of authoritative parenting. However, the three profiles evince obvious heterogeneity regarding school-readiness beliefs, and different levels of overall expectations across all four domains and different levels of authoritative parenting are displayed across the three groups. Despite the distinct features, the two most prevalent profiles display some common patterns. Profile 1 and Profile 2 both rated academic competence as the least important. Profile 1 ranked social-emotional competence as the most important, while Profile 2 deemed self-regulatory skills the most important. Profile 3 rated social-emotional competence as the least important. Both Profile 1 and Profile 2 rated the domains of self-regulatory and approaches to learning as important. Figure 1 shows the visual depiction of the latent profiles of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style. Common to all profiles is a low value of authoritarian parenting, while the level of authoritative parenting is the highest for Profile 1 and lowest for Profile 3. For Profile 1, parents strongly emphasize the importance of their children’s school-readiness skills with mean scores of over 4.5 across all domains and display a low value of authoritarian parenting contrasted with the highest score for authoritative parenting (mean score of 4.26), indicating they most frequently engage in democratic parenting, encouraging autonomy for their children. For Profile 2, parents still hold high expectations but place less emphasis on the importance of children’s school-readiness skills compared to Profile 1, with mean scores ranging from 3.76 to 4.17 across all domains. Meanwhile, they show a low value of authoritarian parenting and moderate authoritative parenting (mean score of 3.78), indicating that they exhibit a moderate frequency of authoritative parenting. Profile 3, with the smallest population group, holds very low expectations and places almost no emphasis on the school-readiness competence of their child, with mean scores less than 1.50 across the four domains. Their parenting style scores are low for authoritarian but also the lowest, relatively, for authoritative parenting (mean score of 3.44), suggesting the lowest frequency of authoritative parenting practice among the three profiles.

[image: Line graph depicting latent profiles of school readiness beliefs and parenting styles, categorized into Class 1 (71%), Class 2 (26%), and Class 3 (3%). The x-axis lists variables: academic competence, approaches to learning, social-emotional competence, self-regulatory competence, authoritarian parenting, and authoritative parenting. The y-axis shows the mean level from 1 to 5. Class 1 consistently scores high, especially in parenting styles. Class 2 shows moderate levels, while Class 3 scores low, particularly in academic competence and parenting styles.]

FIGURE 1
 Latent profiles of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style.




Factors related to the latent profiles of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style

A three-step approach (Vermunt, 2010; Asparouhov and Muthén, 2014) was used in the preset study to conduct a latent profile analysis with covariates. The first step identified the latent profiles without covariates to examine the effects of covariates on profile membership, including age of child, age of respondent, birth order of child, SES and gender of the child, the second step of analysis was to derive the error terms for individuals’ assignment to their most likely latent profile. And the third step was to treat the latent profile membership as an indicator variable and examine the effects of covariates on it. The relationship between profile membership and family SES, gender, age and birth order of child is presented in Table 4.



TABLE 4 Effects of covariates on profile membership.
[image: Table comparing profiles based on covariates, coefficients, standard errors, p-values, odds ratios, and 95% confidence intervals. It contrasts Profile 3 vs. Profile 1 and Profile 2 vs. Profile 1. Notable findings are significant values with an asterisk indicating p<0.025 after Bonferroni correction. Reference group uses Profile 1.]

As Table 4 shows, Profile 1 (Supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness) is treated as the reference group. The odds ratios indicate the probability of the change of covariates that would be associated with the membership of a specific profile, in comparison with the reference group. The effects of covariates included in the model suggest the relative probability of being a member of Profiles 3 and 2, compared with Profile 1. As two comparisons were conducted, we used the Bonferroni correction to interpret the significance of covariates (Bonferroni, 1936), with an alpha of 0.025 (0.05/2 = 0.025). As Table 4 reveals, parents with lower SES are more likely to be in Profile 2 (Partially supportive parenting with a reflection of school readiness) than Profile 1 (Supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness). A decrease of one unit of SES is associated with 0.09 times of increase of the likelihood of being in Profile 2, in comparison with Profile 1. However, none of the demographic characteristics are associated with profile membership.



Parents’ attitudes regarding roles in school readiness among latent profiles

We compared the means of parents’ attitudes regarding roles in school readiness within the three latent profiles. As Table 5 shows, overall, parents with supportive parenting and a very strong emphasis on school readiness see both their own role and the school’s role in school readiness as more important than the other two subgroups. Parents with weakly supportive parenting and no emphasis on school readiness score the lowest on both their own responsibility and the school’s responsibility for their child’s school readiness. Wald tests show significant differences among the latent profiles with regard to parents’ attitudes toward roles in school readiness.



TABLE 5 Means of parents’ attitudes regarding roles in school readiness among the latent profiles.
[image: Table comparing parents' attitudes toward school readiness across three profiles: supportive parenting with a strong emphasis, partially supportive with reflection, and weakly supportive with no emphasis. It shows mean scores for family and school roles, including specific items about preparing children for school. Significant differences highlight that Profile 1 scores higher in most categories compared to Profiles 2 and 3, with differences noted in roles and attitudes towards parental and teacher responsibilities. Statistical significance is indicated by rankings like "1 > 3, 1 > 2".]




Discussion


Patterns of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style

In the present study, three subgroups of Chinese parents were identified with regard to their school-readiness beliefs and parenting style: Supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness, Partially supportive parenting with a reflection of school readiness, and Weakly supportive parenting with no emphasis on school readiness. The most prevalent subgroup was Supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness, while the smallest subgroup was Weakly supportive parenting with no emphasis on school readiness. As both school-readiness beliefs and parenting style influence a child’s school readiness, characterizing parents based on the combination of these two factors could help to identify nuanced risks for a child’s school readiness in family contexts and support effective parental intervention programs. To our knowledge, few previous studies have explored latent profiles based on parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style, thus the findings of this study are a meaningful contribution to the existing literature. Moreover, beyond the association between level of parental school-readiness beliefs and the authoritative parenting revealed in present study with a person-centered approach, our study adds to the literature by delineating in detail the major patterns of Chinese parents’ school-readiness beliefs, which is inadequately explored in prior studies. Most previous studies concerning patterns of school-readiness beliefs of parents were conducted in Western countries with different cultures from China. Our study enriches the existing literature in terms of the cultural variation of parents’ school-readiness beliefs. The patterns of Chinese parents’ school readiness beliefs and potential underlying association with Chinese contexts are discussed in this section as well.

The qualitatively different configurations of variables about school-readiness beliefs and parenting style across the three subgroups identified in the present study are expressed in two ways, as level differences and as shape differences (Spurk et al., 2020). Firstly, the most dramatic configurational differences across the three profiles are the level differences of mean values of school-readiness expectation and authoritative parenting frequency. These level differences are somewhat consistent with prior findings in a recent US study, which revealed roughly two groups of US parents regarding their school-readiness beliefs: one with a high expectation or emphasis on a child’s competence and the other with a very high expectation or emphasis (Slicker et al., 2021). However, our results are somewhat inconsistent with the three typologies of US parents’ school-readiness beliefs identified via cluster analysis by Kim et al. (2005): “Typical,” “High standards” and “Low academic emphasis,” of which the “Typical” subgroup was the largest. However, in our study, parents with a very strong emphasis on children’s school-readiness skills constitute the largest subgroup. The differences between our results and the findings of the aforementioned two studies could be derived from differences both in the parents’ country of origin and in the structure of measurement. Measurement in the present study covers four domains of school-readiness beliefs, thus allowing for the delineation of a more detailed pattern, compared to the measurement of only 6 to 7 items covering 2 to 3 domains in the two other studies. Besides, a variable-centered study showed that Chinese parents held school-readiness beliefs with a high expectation of children’s competence (Sy and Schulenberg, 2005), which is consistent with our findings that the most prevalent group very strongly emphasize their child’s school-readiness skills. It is worth noting that in our study we identified one more subgroup of parents with a very low emphasis on children’s school-readiness competence and the lowest level of authoritative parenting, which was seldom reported in prior studies. This subgroup was not identified in previous findings on Chinese parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style.

Despite the level differences across the three subgroups, some nuanced shape differences, though not dramatic, are also found across three profiles, which partially support our hypotheses. Parents with supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness view academic skills as the least important, relatively, and attach the greatest importance to social-emotional competence. A similar pattern is displayed by parents with partially supportive parenting with a reflection of school readiness, who place the least emphasis on academic skills and the greatest emphasis on approaches to learning and self-regulatory skills. The group with Weakly supportive parenting with no emphasis on school readiness evinces a different pattern, with the highest importance attached to academic skills and the lowest importance attached to social-emotional competence. Such results are somewhat consistent with the mixed findings in previous variable-centered research exploring Chinese parents’ school-readiness beliefs, which showed that Chinese parents stress motivation and persistence (Luo et al., 2013), or stress approaches to learning more than academic skills (Zhang et al., 2008). In a recent person-centered study, Sawyer et al. (2022) found that Chinese immigrant parents are more likely to attach great importance to learning-related skills, including approaches to learning and self-regulatory skills, rather than academic skills. Such findings support the patterns we identified in the two most prevalent subgroups in the present study. Such patterns could be associated with the Chinese cultural tradition, especially influenced by Confucian beliefs, which highlight the importance of knowledge acquisition, self-discipline, and the conformation to social norms (Luo et al., 2013; Sawyer et al., 2022). Apart from the potential impact of country-specific cultural beliefs, the emphasis on social-emotional, approaches to learning and self-regulatory competence in lieu of academic skills could be a result of the Chinese Ministry of Education’s initiative to raise awareness and dispel the myth of school readiness for parents over the past decade. Contrasted with the emphasis on academic achievement and adulted-centered learning rooted in Chinese culture, profoundly impacted by Confucianism, the policies of Chinese preschool education underscore a divergent approach. The most important national official policy guidelines strongly endorse the play-based learning for its value on promoting children’s development in five key domains, physical health, language, social, science and Art (Bautista et al., 2021). For example, Early learning and developmental guidelines for children aged 3–6 years (Ministry of Education of China, 2012) outline the learning expectations for preschool children, especially prioritizing the development attitudes and learning interests over academic knowledge gains. The “Outlines for kindergarten education (trial outlines)” emphasizes that play shall be the major activities to support children’s development (Ministry of Education of China, 2001). The aforementioned policy documents reflect an ongoing effort to mitigate the long-standing emphasis on academic skills in Chinese kindergartens. And such efforts also extended to influencing parents’ beliefs. For instance, the annual Preschool Education Promotion Month, a national event, aims to enhance parents’ knowledge about the importance of social-emotional competence, approaches to learning and self-regulatory skills for children’s school entry, as well as their awareness of the potential negative effect of over-emphasizing academic skills before school entry in the long run (Ministry of Education of China, 2016, 2019). The major pattern of school readiness beliefs revealed in present study seems to echo the school readiness skills advocated by these official documents and initiatives. However, whether such a pattern of school-readiness beliefs is derived partly from the policy effect still needs to be tested and is beyond the scope of the present study.

In overall, it’s worth noting that our findings of latent profile analysis have mainly shown the level differences rather than dramatic shape differences across three profiles. Thus, our hypotheses are only partially supported. Specifically, based on the qualitative findings by Tobin and Arzubiaga (2013), we hypothesized that one subgroup of parents would exhibit academic-oriented school-readiness beliefs and such a pattern could be related to lower SES. It is shown that parents in Profile 3, displaying Weakly supportive parenting with no emphasis on school readiness, value the academic skills of children slightly more than other domains, aligning with the findings of one similar study in the US (Slicker et al., 2021). However, such a pattern is not dramatic. These findings are, to some extent, surprising and counterintuitive. Compared to the study by Slicker et al. (2021) in the US, the number of parents in our study identified in Profile 3 might be too low (3%) to depict significant difference among different domains of school-readiness beliefs. Nevertheless, this pattern is consistent with previous literature, showing that there is a small proportion of Chinese parents who value academic competence more than other domains. Given that our hypothesis for the shape differences regarding parents’ school-readiness beliefs is inadequately supported in the current study, further research might be needed, with oversampling of low SES parents, to confirm the shape differences of parents’ school-readiness beliefs in China, and especially the more academic-oriented pattern with a much higher rate.

What we shall highlight is that, despite the consistency with prior findings, we found that a small proportion of parents feature more academic-oriented tendencies with a de-emphasis on social-emotional competences and the lowest level of authoritative parenting, which is different from prior findings. Disparities between previous research findings and the results of the present study could be derived from differences in two areas. Firstly, previous studies investigated Chinese immigrant parents living in the US (Sy and Schulenberg, 2005; Luo et al., 2013; Sawyer et al., 2022) or parents in other Chinese provinces (Zhang et al., 2008) with relatively small sample sizes. The socioeconomic status of parents in the previous studies was relatively high. However, the present study drew on a relatively large sample of parents characterized by a wider spectrum of socioeconomic status, thus yielding more diverse results. Secondly, a person-centered approach focuses on identifying groups of people in a population based on certain variables. However, a variable-centered approach aims to explore the distribution of certain variables. Given this study’s finding that parents who attach very low importance to a child’s competence for school readiness and are more academic-oriented and display the lowest level of authoritative parenting constitute a small proportion in the population, such an effect could be easily overlooked or averaged out in the studies with a variable-centered approach. Though this subgroup only consists of a small proportion of parents, it should not be ignored. In that sense, the findings of the present study give a more complete depiction of the characteristics of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style.

Parents’ school-readiness beliefs are associated with a child’s competences for school readiness, as revealed by a number of studies (Barbarin et al., 2008; Puccioni, 2015, 2018). Meanwhile, the positive effect of authoritative parenting and negative effect of authoritarian parenting on a child’s school readiness is revealed by previous research (Kessler, 2002; Roopnarine et al., 2006; Gao et al., 2015; Xia et al., 2020). One person-centered study shows that profiles with a higher expectation and higher frequency of parental engagement in home learning activities are associated with better school readiness, what’s more, very high expectations of parents could outweigh the importance of home learning engagement and even compensate for moderate home learning activities (Slicker et al., 2021). Moreover, robust evidence in a recent study shows that parents’ beliefs concerning with that their investments could impact child development are malleable through home visiting programs and increased beliefs are correlated with better school readiness of children (List et al., 2021). A higher level of parents’ school readiness beliefs is associated with more home literacy involvement (Brinkley et al., 2023) and more school-based involvement in the first grade (Boyle and Benner, 2020). Although our study did not examine how the distal outcomes such as children’s school readiness are associated with profile memberships, on the basis of prior findings, it could be inferred that the combined positive effect of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and authoritative parenting would lead to more favorable outcomes for children of parents in the subgroup of Supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness compared to the other two groups. Conversely, the third subgroup, Weakly supportive parenting with no emphasis on school readiness, could be associated with more disadvantages in a child’s school readiness. However, such an assumption needs further evidence, especially in the Chinese context.



SES and patterns of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style

SES is found to be associated with school-readiness belief profile memberships in current study, which supports our hypothesis. Parents with higher SES are more likely to display the characteristics of Supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness, in comparison with the subgroup of parents with Partially supportive parenting with a reflection of school readiness. However, none of these factors are associated with membership in the subgroup of Weakly supportive parenting with no emphasis on school readiness. To our knowledge, previous research did not directly address the association between SES, parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style by using a quantitative approach based on a large sample size.

Previous studies yielded mixed results in terms of the association between SES and parents’ school-readiness beliefs (Piotrkowski et al., 2000; Kim et al., 2005; Barbarin et al., 2008; Puccioni, 2015; Slicker et al., 2021; Sawyer et al., 2022). Among these studies, the results of the present study confirm the research findings of two studies (Kim et al., 2005; Slicker et al., 2021). Kim et al. (2005) adopted a person-centered approach based on a large sample size and found that US parents holding “High standards” beliefs about children’s school-readiness competence reported having a higher income and education level in comparison with parents in the “Typical” school-readiness belief group (Kim et al., 2005). Slicker et al. (2021) revealed with their latent profile analysis based on parents’ school-readiness beliefs and home learning activities, drawing on a large sample, that parents with a higher SES level are more likely to display a higher expectation of the importance of children’s school-readiness competence. Other studies have multiple limitations in different ways, especially a sample size that was small (Barbarin et al., 2008; Sawyer et al., 2022) or restricted to a population with a certain SES level (Piotrkowski et al., 2000; Barbarin et al., 2008), etc. Thus, given that both the present study and the above two studies adopted a person-centered approach based on large sample size, more support is lent for the positive association between SES and parents’ higher expectation of the importance of children’s school readiness. We did not find the association between SES and the profile membership of Weakly supportive parenting with no emphasis on school readiness as hypothesized, which might be derived from our sample restrictions. However, further studies need to explore this association in other populations of parents.

The results of the present study reveal that the parent profile featuring higher authoritative parenting is related to higher SES, which confirms prior variable-centered studies’ findings that higher SES was related to more authoritative parenting and less authoritarian parenting, whereas lower SES was found to be related to less authoritative and more authoritarian parenting (Bradley and Corwyn, 2002; Luo et al., 2019; Xia et al., 2020). Additionally, some nuanced characteristics of parenting style profiles were found in the present study, namely, that authoritarian parenting is low for all three groups of parents, suggesting Chinese parents tend to use less harsh and punitive parenting practices nowadays. This trend is also reported in extant literature. Although authoritarian parenting was previously reported to be a more salient feature for Chinese parents compared to their Western counterparts (Chen et al., 1997), more recent studies show that Chinese parents increasingly display more features of authoritative parenting due to the influence of contemporary child-rearing ideology (Li and Xie, 2017).

The association between higher SES and Supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness shown in this study contributes to the existing literature by lending evidence to the association between SES, parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style. Our finding is partially consistent with the qualitative findings by Lareau (2002, 2003). In her qualitative work, Lareau pointed out that different child-rearing “cultural logics” are held by middle-class and working-class (or poor) families. “Concerted cultivation,” featuring high dedication to supporting children’s cognitive and social development as well as reasoning and negotiation with children, constitutes the main characteristic of middle- and upper-class parents’ parenting strategies (Lareau, 2002, 2003). These attributes reflect a combination of parents’ high emphasis on the importance of child’s competences and the adoption of parenting practices similar to authoritative parenting. Our study results provide quantitative evidence for the association between higher SES and the characteristics of concerted cultivation, a combination of higher emphasis on their child’s development and authoritative parenting. Meanwhile, the high importance attached by this group of parents to their own roles in children’s school readiness echoes such findings as well. Thus, though two decades have passed since Lareau’s work was published, despite comparing the US and China, similar patterns of parenting beliefs and practices could be linked to SES.




Implications

The results of the present study could lend support to parental intervention programs, especially for the minority population of Chinese parents who have very low expectations with almost no emphasis on their child’s school-readiness competence and engage in authoritative parenting least frequently. As revealed in our results, the risks related to a child’s school readiness could be doubled for the above subgroup, and so this pattern of school-readiness beliefs and parenting style should be of the greatest concern for parental intervention programs. Such targeted intervention programs conducted in the US, particularly for disadvantaged families, show positive effects on a child’s school readiness by enhancing supportive parenting, parental engagement and building up parent–teacher collaboration. However, these intervention programs evince a potential association between lower SES and decreased parental attendance in the program, while the necessity of matching the needs of the diverse backgrounds of targeted families is stressed (Sheridan et al., 2010; Marti et al., 2018). Thus, it is necessary to offer diverse support in intervention programs for targeted families, especially those with lower-SES backgrounds. Besides, three subgroups of parents with different school-readiness beliefs and parenting style suggest that a person-centered transition towards support and collaboration between the family, the preschool institution and the primary school is necessary. For instance, given that Supportive parenting with a strong emphasis on school readiness constitutes the largest subgroup in the present sample and that the transition to school should tackle the barriers to mutual understanding and collaboration between parents, preschools and primary schools to facilitate continuity for children, such a major pattern of parents’ school-readiness beliefs and parenting style could help schools to better understand parents and build up mutual understanding with parents from a cultural perspective.



Limitations and future directions

This study’s strengths lie in several areas. Firstly, the large sample size, greater than the minimum recommended size of 500 (Nylund et al., 2007), allowed us to identify subgroups via LPA with sufficient accuracy. Secondly, the sample covers a wide range of SES to allow us to explore the association between SES and patterns of school-readiness beliefs and parenting style. Lastly, with a powerful person-centered approach, this study simultaneously examines profiles based on a combination of contributive factors and risks related to children’s school readiness, as well as the covariates associated with the given profile membership, which was seldom addressed before.

However, this research is not without limitations. Results should be interpreted and generalized with caution. Though we drew on a large sample of parents in Chongqing, such a sample is far from representative of all Chinese parents as China has a very large population covering vast geographic and socio-cultural diversities; the three patterns identified in our study might not be applicable to parents in other areas. Consequently, future research shall examine whether these patterns are to be found in other samples. Additionally, some methodological limitations in the present study are also worth considering. The self-reported school-readiness beliefs and parenting style could be biased due to their perceived social desirability, and their reliability could be compromised by certain response sets from parents. Further evidence from observational data is needed. For the potentially most disadvantaged subgroup identified in this study, which displays very low expectations and the lowest level of authoritative parenting, we failed to identify factors associated with membership in the profile. Further studies should explore with in-depth interviews or take other covariates into consideration, such as a child’s development delay, parents’ personal educational experience, etc. Finally, distal outcomes, such as how well children adapt and how parents are committed to helping children during transition to school, associated with the three patterns of school-readiness beliefs and parenting style should be explored to lend evidence to the predictive validity of such patterns.
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Many parents enroll their children in extracurricular music activities. However, cultural differences may contribute to parents’ different values that ultimately influence their behaviors and attitudes. This cross-cultural study aimed to compare the value parents have on their children’s private music education by examining four cases in Guilin, Guangxi (China) and Tampa, Florida (United States). Two main research questions guided this study: (1) How do parents in Guilin and Tampa perceive and value their children’s music learning? (2) Does the value parents hold for their children’s extracurricular music activities differ across different cultural contexts? If so, how do parents’ values and perceptions of their children’s involvement in extracurricular music activities differ between the contexts of Guilin and Tampa? We purposefully selected participants from two regions based on these criteria: (a) the participants included a single-child family and a two-child family in each of the two regions; (b) children’s age ranged from 5 to 12 years and lived with their biological parents (c) children were currently taking music lessons after school. We interviewed both children and parents during the data collection. The key findings reveal that parental values transcend two cultural contexts, specifically in (1) motivations for music learning, (2) expectations of music learning, (3) utilizing personal background, and (4) strategies for success. The findings suggest that several factors, such as children’s autonomy, musical joy, pursuit of musical career, “beauty development” and achievements, may have contributed to parents’ values. The implication for parents, psychologists, and policymakers is to understand the diverse needs and values within different cultural backgrounds, to promote the children’s development, to design curricula, and to use effective teaching methods in music education. In conclusion, both Guilin’s and Tampa’s parents’ values varied due to cultural differences, which further influenced their behaviors, attitudes and perceptions toward their children’s musical experiences.

Keywords
 parental values; cultural differences; extracurricular music learning; socioeconomic status (SES); background


Introduction

Cultural differences have been frequently emphasized in the realm of education, psychology, and social studies, but have rarely been examined through the lens of music and parenting. Existing evidence has shown the outstanding achievements of Chinese musicians to their parents, as their parents dedicate endless physical and personal support in fostering and cultivating their children in extracurricular music learning (Yang, 2009; Kong, 2018). Nevertheless, U.S. parents paid more attention on affective and cognitive support during with their children’s musical learning journey (Zdzinski, 1996). It is obvious that with discrepant cultures, parents possess diverse attitudes and behaviors toward their children’s musical experiences.

Parenting is a lifelong effort. Regardless of parents’ backgrounds, they want their children’s lives to go easy and well (Baker and Barg, 2019). With a purpose of satisfying parents’ anticipation of happiness, fulfilling of lives, and enjoy financial security for their children, they acquire basic ideas about their children’s personal growth and development (McPherson, 2009; Baker and Barg, 2019). In fact, parents expect far more beyond than worries about happiness, fulfilling lives, and financial security (Baker and Barg, 2019). As Baker and Barg stated, they desire their children to have “certain qualities.” In other words, they aimed to foster and shape their children to be the people they want them to be. That is “parental values.”

The term ‘values’ is used when discussing human behavior with regards to the two unique perspectives of economic and customer behavior which are subjective and personal in nature (Moore and Asay, 2012). Values also have a major influence on a person’s behavior and thoughts and serve as broad guideline in all situations (Moore and Asay, 2012). Parental values can motivate different patterns of behaviors due to their pivotal role in manifesting cultural differences between socially and economically diverse groups. Parental values can be defined as parents’ thoughts, behaviors, and attitudes about the nature of child development and growth, which further influence their judgment and decision making (Tulviste et al., 2012). These thoughts and behaviors evolve slowly over time as part of the individual’s social and psychological development, and as a central part of family life (Brighouse and Swift, 2014). This cross-cultural comparative paper provides a comprehensive analysis of parental values in children’s extracurricular music learning in Guilin, China and Tampa, United States.


Rationale for the study

A comparative study involves the systematic investigation of cultures and practices in different countries and regions to explore their similarities and differences; this approach can be applied in the fields of education, psychology, and social study (Manzon, 2007; Johansen, 2013). Comparative analysis examines the major factors impacting education development in relation to regional contexts and compares similarities and differences among different countries or regions, sometimes focusing on time as a unit for comparison (Kong, 2023).

In the current study, it is noteworthy that the two selected regions: Guilin, Guangxi, China and Tampa, Florida, United States, are comparable. First and foremost, both regions possess closed latitude in the south of each country (Tampa: 27.9506° N, 82.4572° W; Guilin: 25.2345° N, 110.1800° E) (see Figures 1, 2) and the latitudinal proximity indicates that a similar climate at further affects the people’s lifestyles and living patterns in each city. Second, both cities are of a similar size category, medium-sized on a global scale and are popular tourist destinations. Third, both cities are considered the medium size city in their own country. Fourth, the first author has lived in both cities and is familiar with the contexts of both cities. The abovementioned information strengthens the comparability of the two selected regions, which might also potentially influence the construction of parents’ values toward their children’s extracurricular music learning.

[image: Map of China showing provincial divisions, labeled with major cities and regions such as Xinjiang, Xizang (Tibet), and Sichuan. An arrow points to Guilin within Guangxi. The inset map highlights China’s position in Asia.]

FIGURE 1
 Location of Guilin. Image source: dikobrazik/DepositPhotos. Reproduced under the terms of DepositPhotos’ standard license.


[image: Map of the United States showing state borders, major cities, and geographic features. Tampa, Florida, is highlighted with a red arrow. The map includes an inset of Alaska and Hawaii.]

FIGURE 2
 Location of Tampa. Image source: dikobrazik/DepositPhotos. Reproduced under the terms of DepositPhotos’ standard license.


However, limited number of cross-cultural comparative research relevant to parenting through the lens of music has been conducted. In this way, conducting a cross-cultural study in which parental values relevant to music learning are compared in both Chinese and U.S. contexts is highly important. By identifying the similarities and differences between Guilin, China and Tampa, United States, researchers, psychologists, and educators might gain insights into improving the exchange of ideas among parents, children and educators from various countries, and the ongoing efforts may contribute to improving the effectiveness of future educators, psychologists, and administrators to be more effective.




Literature review


Socioeconomic status

Parental values differ based on social class, which influences children’s learning participation (Kohn, 1976; Lareau, 2000; Shih and Yi, 2014). Shih and Yi (2014) examined the values of parents of different socioeconomic status (SESs) and found that children with higher-SES parents were more likely to be involved in multiple activities and vice versa. Specifically, studies suggest that income, as one key dimension of parental SES, significantly influences parental values (McPherson, 2009; Elpus and Abril, 2011; National Center for Education Status, 2012; Shih and Yi, 2014; Singh, 2016). Middle-class families prioritize education more than lower-class and working-class families. For example, they recognize the positive impact of music learning on overall educational achievement (Ogbu, 1974; Lightfoot, 1978; Zdzinski, 2013; Shih and Yi, 2014; Dell et al., 2015; Barnes et al., 2016).

In contrast, working-class and low-income parents face challenges in providing support and managing their children’s activities due to limited resources and financial constraints (Hornby and Blackwell, 2018). One significant issue is their lower participation compared to parents from the middle-class brackets. Factors such as inflexible job schedules, a lack of childcare options, and transportation difficulties act as barriers that limit their involvement (Lee and Bowen, 2006; Hornby and Blackwell, 2018). Additional obstacles, as noted by Phillips (2003) and Caro (2018), include the high costs associated with registration fees, instrument rentals, and private music lessons, which are considered financial burdens that limit parents’ actions and beliefs. Paradoxically, this does not imply that low-income parents do not value music education (Jarrett and Coba-Rodriguez, 2015; Caro, 2018; Tan, 2019). Participants in Jarrett and Coba-Rodriguez’s (2015) study expressed unconditional support for their children’s pursuit of music as an extracurricular activity despite being from low-income families. In other words, parental values have no relationship with social class to some degree and, in turn, do not influence children’s learning participation (Jarrett and Coba-Rodriguez, 2015; Tan, 2019).



Parental education

Research has established a connection between parents’ educational background and their parenting values (Baker and Stevenson, 1986; Shih and Yi, 2014; Hornby and Blackwell, 2018). Parents with higher education levels exhibit a greater desire to be involved in their children’s performance and have strong social connections with schools because they actively participate in school activities (Baker and Stevenson, 1986). Moreover, educated parents are more familiar with their children’s academic achievement, connect with their children’s teachers, and can evaluate their children’s academic performance (Baker and Stevenson, 1986; Hornby and Blackwell, 2018). These parents ensure attendance at parent-teacher meetings as well as children’s concerts and activities (Baker and Stevenson, 1986; Hornby and Blackwell, 2018). Additionally, highly educated parents have well-defined plans for their children (Baker and Stevenson, 1986).

In contrast, recent research has indicated that parental educational background does not necessarily determine parenting values (Shih and Yi, 2014). Some parents with lower education levels, even those whose children have lower academic performance, actively participate in their children’s learning (Hornby and Blackwell, 2018). Thus, parenting education background has no influence in parenting values.



Parents’ music experiences

In addition to parents’ SES and parent’s education background, parents’ musical experiences indirectly influence to parenting value, especially in the context of music education (Margiotta, 2011; Ekong, 2013; Suk, 2014). Researchers have found that parents who have music or art backgrounds are more supportive of children’s music education journeys due to their own interests (Ho, 2011; Ekong, 2013). In addition, parents with musical backgrounds supervise and participate in their children’s home music practice closely more than parents without musical backgrounds (Suk, 2014).

However, Margiotta (2011) asserted that parents’ musical competence has a weak connection with students’ musical learning attainment and suggested that parents of high-achieving students were evenly divided into musically and nonmusically inclined parents. In other words, regardless of parents’ musical competence, is independent of children’s music learning attainment (Margiotta, 2011). For example, some parents who had more than 4 years of music training rarely supervised children’s practices or attended children’s music lessons (Suk, 2014). However, parents with nonmusic backgrounds listen to their children’s musical practices more often than parents who have musical competence (Suk, 2014).



Cultural diversity

The definition of “culture” is controversial. Numerous researchers have interpreted “culture” as race, which relates to physical characteristics such as facial features, hair type, and skin color (Suk, 2014). Betancourt and Lopez (1993) defined the term “culture” as “highly variable systems of meanings which are learned and shared by people or an identifiable segment of a population, representing designs and ways of life that are normally transmitted from one generation to another” (p. 630). In this paper, the term “culture” is used to advocate and define the behavioral differences related to racial groups (Betancourt and Lopez, 1993).

The literature implies that culturally diverse parents have different values, behaviors and beliefs toward their children’s learning (Swell and Shah, 1968; McNeal, 1999; Lee and Bowen, 2006; Ho, 2011). For instance, most parents in the U.S., even those from minority groups, view education as a significant part of their children’s lives (Fan and Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2005; Lee and Bowen, 2006). Findings from previous research indicate that white American parents are more involved in their children’s music learning than their minority counterparts are (Mau, 1997). This may be due to low English abilities and a lack of familiarity with the school environment among immigrant groups (Mau, 1997). However, recent research has asserted that even though white parents value education and assist their children in after-school activities, doing homework and studying for performance tests, their participation rates are slightly lower than those of African American parents (Stevenson et al., 1990; Bardhoshi et al., 2016).

Research has shown that parents in Asia value children’s music learning and have high expectations for their children’s educational achievement (Suk, 2014). For this reason, they communicate frequently with teachers about their children’s music education to support their children in achieving success (Suk, 2014). Furthermore, Asian parents have greater lesson attendance than parents from other cultures, especially in music education (Suk, 2014). They are willing to supervise and even practice together with their children (Jeynes, 2005). However, this paper does not emphasize cultural differences among minority groups in the U.S. but rather focuses on cultural differences between the U.S. and China.




Purpose and research questions

“Extracurricular activities” include participation in clubs, organizations, or other activities outside class that enhance and extend classroom instruction (Mahoney and Cairns, 1997; Darling et al., 2003). In the present study extracurricular music learning refers to music learning outside school. In recent decades, a growing number of parents in both China and the U.S. have foreseen the benefits of music education and enrolled their children in extracurricular music learning (Ilari, 2018). Nevertheless, cross-cultural studies have explore parenting through the lens of music are often left at the margins. Additionally, a limited number of studies have conducted cross-cultural comparisons of parental values toward children’s music learning. Existing cross-cultural comparative studies have focused on the cross-cultural features of musical parents’ influences from Beijing and Hong Kong (Kong, 2018; Kong, 2023). The current cross-cultural study compared the parental values toward their children’s extracurricular music learning in the cities of Guilin and Tampa. By conducting a multiple-case study, we seek to examine the similarities and differences in parents’ attitudes and behaviors regarding their children’s music learning in these two distinct cultural contexts.

This study is guided by the following research questions:

	1. How do parents in Guilin and Tampa perceive and value their children’s music learning?
	2. Does the value parents hold for their children’s extracurricular music activities differ across different cultural contexts? If so, how do parents’ values and perceptions of their children’s involvement in extracurricular music activities differ between the contexts of Guilin and Tampa?



Method

This qualitative study employed a multiple-case study design (Yin, 2018) to investigate parental values regarding their children’s music education in four cases in Tampa and Guilin. After obtaining approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), we applied the snowball sampling method (Patton, 2015) to identify participants during the recruitment process. A script was created and subsequently emailed to potential candidates known to the researchers in Tampa and Guilin. In situations where individuals were unable to participate, they were encouraged to pass the script along to other eligible families who met the predetermined criteria. The selection criteria for participants included children aged 5–12 years who resided with both biological parents in households located in the two selected cities. The targeted family must be a one-child family and two-child family in each region. Families who expressed interest in the project were instructed to contact us using the provided contact information within the script.


Study context

In 1979, China implemented the One Child Policy to manage the growth rate of the population. This policy underwent modifications in 2016, allowing couples to have two children, and was further amended in 2021 to permit up to three children. The implementation of the One Child Policy had a direct impact on family size in China, leading to a prevalent three-member family structure. Within this policy context, a generation of single-child emerged (Feng et al., 2014). While the two-child and three-child policies aim to encourage people to have more than one child and increase the fertility rate, the actual effect is not as significant as policymakers expected. Women often prefer having only one child due to the high cost of rearing children and other reasons, especially in urban areas (Zeng and Hesketh, 2016). Since the new policies were implemented relatively quickly, one-child families and two-child families have remained the typical family sizes in China.

In the U.S., there is no population control policy similar to that of China. Individuals generally have freedom in reproductive matters, with the government primarily influencing population growth through alternative measures such as social welfare and tax policies. The transformation in American family size becomes apparent when comparing data from 1976 to the present. The trend indicates a notable departure from larger families, with the average woman in her early 40s now more likely to have two or one child, as opposed to the three or more children commonly found in the 1970s (Livingston, 2015). Concurrently, the percentage of women with three children has remained relatively stable at change to approximately 20%. While the trend toward smaller family sizes is gradually changing, families with two or more children remain typical. Therefore, to ensure that there was a parallel relationship between families in the two selected regions, one-child families and two-child families were the target families.



Participants

In this multiple-case study, the primary unit of analysis comprised family units consisting of one child and one parent. Importantly, gender differences among the parent participants were not the main focus of this study. Therefore, in the parent interviews, only one parent from each family was interviewed, and the decision regarding which parent would participate was left to the family. In most cases, the parent was the primary caregiver.

The aims of this study were to gain a deeper understanding of parental values regarding children’s extracurricular music education and to explore potential cultural differences across contexts. To achieve these goals, two families from Guilin, China, and two families from Tampa, United States were recruited to participate in this study. In each context, efforts were made to include one family with a single child and one family with two children. The interviews were conducted with children aged 5–8 years old. However, locating a single-child family in Tampa within this specific age range proved challenging. Consequently, the age criterion was expanded to include children aged 5–12 years old. All participating children were required to be born, raised, and currently living with their biological parents. A comprehensive overview of the background details of the study and the participants is presented in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Demographic information of the participants.
[image: Table showing music lesson details for families in Guilin and Tampa. Each entry includes family type, child’s pseudonym and age, interviewed parent and occupation, lesson type, and price. Prices range from 50 to 70 USD, and 30 to 70 USD in RMB equivalent.]



Data collection

The first author conducted interviews with both the parents and children. The interview protocol is described in the Appendix. The primary source of data for this study was interviews with parents. To ensure the accuracy of the data, interviews with children were conducted as additional information. This approach aimed to reduce the influence of parents on children’s responses and avoid any performance-based answers from parents. The researcher conducted separate interviews with each parent and child within a single case unit. In the second interview, we observed data saturation, during which the same information and themes were consistently repeated. Consequently, we decided to conclude the data collection process. After the interview audio was transcribed, the transcriptions were sent to the parents for member checking.

The data collection process consisted of two phases. In the first phase, structured interviews were conducted with the parents focusing on instrumental selection, behaviors, intentions, decisions, and self-reflection. The duration of these interviews varied from 20 to 60 min. In the second phase, the researcher conducted semistructured interviews with the children, which lasted approximately 20 min. These interviews centered on the topic of interaction between children and parents during the music practice process and the music learning journey. The children’s interview questions were tailored to their psychological development, and utilized language that was easy for them to comprehend and included open-ended questions. For families located in Tampa, in-person interviews were conducted, while families in China were interviewed through online video calls using the WeChat messaging app. This approach allowed for face-to-face conversations in an online setting. The interviews were recorded using a Sony digital recording pen, and the researcher created detailed memos for each interview session.



Data analysis and validity

The data analysis process comprised two primary phases: single-case analysis and cross-case analysis. Initially, interview memos were collected, and the interviews were recorded and transcribed by the first author. To maintain consistency among the researchers, both the first and second authors coded all the interview transcriptions and examined instances where parents expressed the value of their children’s music education. Each code was labeled and marked based on its frequency and occurrence within the data until saturation was achieved. The coding process followed an inductive approach in which codes were generated and subsequently categorized according to their relevance to the research questions. This systematic process resulted in the identification of five major themes that held significance for the parents’ values. Since this study is a comparative multiple case study, the results followed a comparative structure (Yin, 2018). Based on the cross-case analysis, the researchers created a table (see Table 2) that indicates the similarities and differences between parents from the two cultural contexts across each theme.



TABLE 2 Summary of the results between Guilin and Tampa.
[image: A table compares the views of Guilin parents and Tampa parents on four aspects of music learning: motivation, expectations, personal background, and success strategies. Guilin parents cite children's autonomy and peer pressures as motivations, while Tampa parents mention autonomy and stress relief. Both groups expect musical joy, with Guilin parents additionally focusing on beauty and achievements. Personal backgrounds utilized include musical careers and arts for Guilin, and integrated human beings for Tampa. Common strategies are teacher selection, financial investment, and practicing, with Guilin emphasizing self-reflection.]

In a research study involving children, one of the challenges was interpreting children’s poetic and imaginative thoughts. To ensure the validity of this study, the member-checking method was employed (Yin, 2018). We shared the transcriptions with the participants for clarification and to validate the accuracy of the information that was presented. Given the inherent ambiguity in the participants’ understanding and thoughts, we attempted to present a detailed rather than simplistic report. To fully understand the participants’ perspectives, we used direct quotations from the parents and children who maintained their original words without language or grammar corrections (Clark, 2011).




Findings

The findings are presented according to the four themes that emerged from the data across the four families: (a) motivation for music learning, (b) expectation of music learning, (c) utilizing personal background, and (d) strategies for success (see Table 2).


Motivations for music learning

Interview data regarding the parents’ motivation to enroll their children in extracurricular music lessons were most helpful for identifying the parental values for children’s music learning. Among them, children’s autonomy was the primary factor that motivated parents from both regions. However, parents from Guilin were influenced by child’s peers to some degree, while parents from Tampa anticipated that their children could relieve stress from life and academic learning through extracurricular music learning.


Parents from Guilin

The data were transcribed and coded into two subthemes with the purpose of identifying Guilin parents’ motivations: (a) children’s autonomy and (b) peer pressure.


Children’s autonomy

Children’s autonomy in music was the prioritized value that motivated and inspired parents to begin their children’s music lessons, indicating that these parents from Guilin respected their children and encouraged them to pursue their personal interests. In other words, parents ensured that their children maintained ownership and autonomy in the music learning experience. Through interviews with parents and children from Guilin, we confirmed that children were allowed to autonomously select the instrument they wanted to learn. For instance, when we interviewed Ming’s mother about instrumental selection, she explained:

 I have a piano at home because I was a music student before. However, Ming preferred the violin rather than the piano, and I saw her passion and talent on this instrument, so we decided to choose the violin for her.



Ming confirmed what her mother said and added:


My aunt sent me a toy violin as a gift. I loved that toy and played with that frequently. After I broke three toy violins, my mom decided to buy me a real violin because she saw that I was passionate about it. I started to learn it at that time.
 

Yoyo’s mother elucidated that every evening when she hung out with her children, they used to pass through a piano studio, which was located in their living community. Yoyo used to stop by the studio and watch the kids through the vitrine taking piano lessons. When Yoyo expressed her desire to learn about the piano, her mother readily agreed without hesitation.



Peer pressures

Another motivator for Chinese parents to enroll their children in music lessons was peer pressure. Parents felt compelled to support their children’s music education after witnessing their friends’ or colleagues’ children participating in private music lessons. These parents were conscious that if they did not provide opportunities for their children, they might lag behind other children of the same age. In essence, they choose to prioritize music education to ensure their children’s competitiveness and future success. Ming’s mother decided to encourage her daughter to develop a hobby after observing her friend’s child taking music lessons. Similarly, Yoyo’s mother supported this idea after witnessing Yoyo’s cousins pursuing music instrument learning.




Parents from Tampa

The data from the Tampa parents were also coded and grouped into two subcategories: (a) children’s autonomy and (b) stress relief.


Children’s autonomy

Similar to Guilin parents, when Kate’s father was asked the same question regarding motivation to tell his child to learn music, he reinforced the idea of respecting his child’s personal preference:


Her older sister is learning the violin, but she told us that she wanted to try the piano. We have an old piano at home, so she started taking it.
 

Kate supported her father’s statement with a nod. The abovementioned reasons demonstrated that the children chose their preferred instruments autonomously.




Stress relief

Parents from Tampa stated that stress relief was another reason that motivated them to enroll their children in music lessons. Both Judy’s and Kate’s fathers expressed this sentiment, acknowledging the positive impact of music on their children’s well-being. As Judy’s father claimed:


Children have a lot of stress because they must work hard in their academic learning in terms of getting grades and entering a good college. I hope she can transfer her attention from academics and relieve stress through music learning.
 

Agreed by Kate’s father, who also anticipated his daughter to stay away from academic stresses temporarily, and he believed that music learning might be a good way to relieve stress. In conclusion, children’s autonomy played a dominant role in their enrollment in music lessons in both regions.




Expectations of music learning

Parents’ expectations partly reflect what they value and how they act toward and how their children learn music. Evidence from the data suggested that musical joy is the primary expectation for music learning which was confirmed by parents from both cities. Guilin’ parents subsequently expected their children to develop their temperament and acquire outstanding achievements, yet parents from Tampa anticipated nonmusical outcomes throughout the learning process.


Parents from Guilin

Interview data from Guilin were transcribed and coded into three subthemes: (a) musical joy, (b) “beauty” development, and (c) achievements of Guilin’s parents. The results are presented in the order of importance.


Musical joy

Guilin parents held the expectation that their children would experience musical joy on their learning. As Ming mother stated:


She (Ming) enjoys the process of learning the violin, although sometimes it’s not easy to deal with some technique issue, but overall, she feel happy throughout the whole process, which further shaped her characters.
 

Yoyo’s mother agreed with the magic of learning music. Yoyo’s personality is more extroverted than her sibling. Her mother attributed her extrovertness to the joy that she had taken from the fast tempo and beautiful melody of the musical pieces she played.



“Beauty” development

Parents from Guilin recognized the significance of “beauty” through their children’s engagement with music and the aesthetic function of music, which is influenced by the traditional Chinese view of education. The traditional Chinese philosophy of education advocates the idea of the equal importance of five ways of life: virtue, wisdom, health, the collective, and beauty (Luo and Guan, 2023). This highlights the crucial role of beauty, aesthetic development, and artistic sensibility in modern Chinese educational philosophy. As the two mothers from Guilin noted,


Music learning assisted my daughter in shaping her temperament because when she performs on an instrument, she is required to look elegant and follow a certain manner. When she saw other musicians play classical instruments on the screen or on the stage during a concert, the musicians used to dress up real fancy, and so did the audiences.” (Ming’s mother)

Because I was majoring in fine arts before, I am concerned about the aesthetic function of learning art. Indeed, the arts have magic that can shape one’s personality. We used to say that someone has the artist’s temperament. I believe my daughter could acquire this magic through music learning. (Yoyo’s mother)
 



Achievements

Alongside “beauty” development, parents in Guilin are proud of their children’s “achievements” from the competition or instrumental grading tests. As Ming’s mother stated,


My daughter won the first place in a violin competition this year. She is the youngest contestant in the competition, and she performed so well. Competition is a good training for psychological status, and I will definitely sign her up for more competitions.
 

Yoyo’s mother was proud of her accomplishments not only in competitions but also in piano level examinations. She claimed,


She is eight, and now she passed level 6. Last year, she won the second place in a piano competition, and I am satisfied with her performance.
 

Hence, parents from Guilin held the belief that music education not only enriched their children’s attributes and refined add their behaviors, fostering their artistic sensibility, and the children’s capacity to value and appreciate diverse art forms, but they also believed that music learning increased their children’s sense of achievement.




Parents from Tampa

Data were transcribed and coded into two subthemes: (a) musical joy and (b) nonmusical outcomes with a purpose of exploring Tampa parents’ expectations of toward music learning.


Musical joy

In alignment with Guilin parents, Tampa parents emphasized the importance of expecting musical joy through extracurricular music learning, a sentiment echoed by Judy’s father. He asserted that:


Musical joy is the most important part within music learning journey because kids have a lot of pressure from life, and they need to do something fun and creative. Other than joy, I don’t have any expectations for her music learning.
 

Kate’s father also reinforced the significance of musical joy and stated,


I think percussion learning provides her with a lot of fun. I see her practice with many expressions on her face, and I think those expressions are happiness and enjoyment. In addition, her percussion teacher puts musical joy as the primary goal of each lesson. That’s why Kate anticipates going to her percussion lessons.
 

Like those in Guilin, parents in Tampa, underscore the crucial role of musical joy in their children’s extracurricular music education. In addition to musical joy, Tampa parents identified some nonmusical outcomes that they expect their children to gain throughout the music learning.



Nonmusical outcomes

Both parents in Tampa firmly believed that music learning played a complementary role to their children’s academic development and yielded several positive outcomes that benefited their overall performance. They observed various improvements in their children’s abilities, including an enhanced attention span, improved memorization skills, stronger mathematical aptitude, increased creativity, and a more vivid imagination. For instance, Judy’s father noticed a significant improvement in her attention span and focus on academic learning. As for Kate’s father, he highlighted the positive influence of music learning on her mathematical skills as she counted beats and calculated intervals, which improved her sensitivity to numbers. He believed that this would undoubtedly aid her in her math studies.





Utilizing personal background

Parents have distinctive values due to their diverse backgrounds which further influenced their decision process or behaviors in terms of their children’s music learning. Under this theme, interview data were transcribed and coded into two subthemes for parents from each region: (a) pursuit of a musical career and (b) an arts background for Guilin parents, and (c) pursuit of a musical career, and (d) an integrated human being for Tampa parents.


Parents from Guilin

Interviews for Guilin participants were coded and categorized into two aspects: (a) pursuit of musical career and (b) arts background.


Pursuit of musical career

Every family is unique, and parents exert different degrees of effort into supporting children’s musical learning through their personal strengths. The participants agreed that it is possible for them to sustain their children to pursue music as a professional career. Specifically, the two mothers from Guilin stated that they absolutely would support their daughters in pursuing music as a career and that they would financially support such a decision. Nevertheless, due to the diverse backgrounds and occupations, the parents in two different cities displayed distinctive perspectives of their value, as elaborated in the ensuing subthemes: Arts Background.



Arts background

Parents with art-related backgrounds have more advantages in the process of supporting their children’s musical learning journeys. For instance, both Ming’s and Yoyo’s mothers had arts backgrounds and were familiar with the arts. In other words, they have an in-depth understanding of the journey and process of how to advance musicians and what resources they should contribute within the process; thus, they utilized their strengths to serve their children’s music learning and pursuit of a musical career. For instance, Ming’s mother explained:


We bought two violins, one for her and one for me. The larger size one, which is for adult learners, is for me, and the smaller size one, which is for children learners, is for Ming. When Ming is practicing the violin at home, I use the other violin to practice with her. Additionally, because Ming’s violin lesson is on Saturdays, I decided to assist her practices before Tuesday. After Tuesday, I encouraged Ming to practice by herself, and I sat next to her. If she needs it, I will send her to an affiliated music school to learn professional musical skills.
 

Similar behaviors were adopted by Yoyo’s mother, as she also stated:


I’d love to take them to the art museum, music concert or have them participate in a music competition to immerse them in an arts atmosphere. I know how expensive it is to pursue music as a career, and those behaviors are absolutely meaningful along their music journey.
 

Consequently, our observations from the interviews indicate that parents with backgrounds in the arts tend to possess a heightened awareness of art exposure and education. These parents are more inclined to actively engage in artistic learning, taking actions such as learning alongside their children and seeking concert and competition opportunities.




Parents from Tampa

According to Tampa parents’ personal background, they valued music learning in two dimensions: they reinforced their children’s pursuit of musical careers and they aimed to foster their children as an integrated human beings.


Pursuit of musical career

Like Guilin parents, Tampa parents shared the same opinions about being supportive of their children’s pursuit of music professionally. However, Judy’s father illustrated his opinion about the significance of pursuing music as a career on their own. He further elaborated on about his willingness to support his daughter in pursuing any career that she is keen to pursue. However, she needs to pursue her musical career independently.



Integrated human beings

Tampa parents with no art background but a strong educational background wanted to support their child in pursuing music professionally. However, they possessed another kind of opinion as they anticipated that their children would pursue music by themselves as they were aware of the difficulties of pursuing music as a career. As Judy’s father stated:


I will support her if she aims to be a professional pianist, but I hope she is not just a pianist but a knowledgeable person who acquires integrated abilities. In addition, if she decides to pursue, she need to pursue on her own.
 

In summary, parents’ personal backgrounds may influence their prioritized values of their children, and parents with distinctive backgrounds may value various approaches to support their children in pursuing music as their career.





Strategies for success

Parents vary in defining “success.” For some, outstanding achievement is the standard, while others view it as an ongoing attitude of deriving satisfaction from continuous learning and practice. Regardless of their interpretation, they employ diverse strategies to support their children toward success.


Parents from Guilin

Interview data were transcribed and coded into four subthemes for Guilin’s parents: (a) teacher selection, (b) extraordinary financial and time investments, (c) practicing, and (d) self-reflection.


Teacher selection

Evidence indicated that Guilin parents are concerned about selecting the right teacher for their children, putting significant effort into finding the “best match” to support their goals. However, the challenge lies in differing individual standards for what makes a good teacher. For example, Ming’s mother preferred a teacher with professional knowledge and technique. She was determined to be a professional and experienced instructor for Ming, regardless of the difficulty or travel distance involved.



Extraordinary financial and time investments

Parents consistently confirmed and endorsed the importance of investment, as they believed that financial investment, time investment, and transportation investment are all indispensable components embedded in the process of children’s music learning. Ming’s mother stated:


Every week, we take a 20-minute high-speed train to another city to take violin lessons. Before the day Ming had a violin lesson, I booked the ticket online and printed the ticket to save more time. We are rarely late for lessons. Sometimes we arrive earlier, and the teacher allows us to audit other students’ music lessons, which inspires Ming to keep up with the good work. Moreover, we are rarely absent from violin lessons even on holidays. We would only be absent if an emergency occurred. During each lesson, I sit next to her, take notes for her, and use my phone to record the whole class for her reference during practice at home.
 

Even though the duration of a 20-min train ride is short, the amount of time spent on the transportation and commuting from home to the destination on the same day is long and tiring. Furthermore, rather than just dropping Ming off and leaving or waiting outside, Ming’s mother used to sit next to her during lessons and work as an “assistant.”

In addition to time, parents invested varying amounts of money in their children’s music education. For instance, Yoyo’s mother, being a businesswoman, spent extra funds on her child’s music learning due to her limited time for supervising music practice. She hired two distinguished music teachers to improve Yoyo’s music learning. The primary one is for instruction, the other one is for supervising her practice. With two teachers’ coaching, Yoyo’s practice became highly effective, and her piano skills progressed. As for Ming’s mother, she further emphasized the importance of teaching quality, which is directly linked to class tuition. Her goal was to earn more money to ensure a high-quality music education and support Ming musical learning.



Practicing

Parents, recognize the crucial role of after-class practice in achieving success, and therefor, they employ various strategies to assist their children. For example, Ming’s mother mentioned that her daughter practiced almost daily for at least an hour. In the early stages, she sat beside her and offered assistance, drawing on her solid musical background. Although her involvement has shifted with her daughter’s advancement to a higher-level of study, Ming’s mother continued to provide support in music theory. In line with the above, Yoyo’s mother, aware of the importance of practice but often busy with her business, hired two music teachers: one for lessons and another specifically for Yoyo’s daily practice.



Self-reflection

Parents’ values are shaped by their children’s performance, prompting them to reflect and respond accordingly. For example, Ming’s and Yoyo’s mothers both recognize the significance of musical joy in the learning process. However, they also acknowledge the challenging aspect of skill refinement in music education. Ming’s mother expressed this dual perspective through self-reflection. She regularly self-reflects on whether she was pushing Ming too hard and strives to find the optimal balance between joy and practice.

To this end, it is clear that while achieving success, parents in Guilin adopted and prioritized different strategies or values, including choosing a “good” teacher, investing money or time, accompanying with children’s practice, and self-reflection.




Parents from Tampa

Interview data were transcribed and coded into three subthemes for Tampa parents: (a) teacher selection, (b) time investment, and (c) practicing. Both points are equally important for Tampa parents as the strategies for achieving success.


Teacher selection

Like parents in Guilin, Judy’s father also highlighted the importance of learning from a good teacher. However, his standard regarding to a “good teacher” was that the teacher has integrated ability such as personality and professional techniques:


My daughter’s piano instructor is really good. She is not only good at the piano but also familiar with other instruments such as the violin and the flute. She is very talented and professional in music learning. She inspired Judy’s musical talent. That’s very important during this journey.
 

He also underlined the importance of the happiness that the teachers provided to his daughter. He said that his daughter laughed and was joyful after learning from the music teacher. Thus, he believed that in selecting a “good teacher,” the primary standard was personality.



Financial and time investments

Parents from Tampa agree that financial and time investments are two crucial elements in their children’s music education. Both fathers confirmed that the cost of each lesson, ranging from 50 to 70 dollars on average, is acceptable. They emphasized that if the price becomes too high, they might consider supporting their child in finding alternatives, such as switching to a more affordable teacher. Regardless of the price factor, both fathers described the significant amount of time they invest in their children’s music education. For example, in terms of transportation, it takes them 30 min to drop their children off at their music lessons. During the lessons, they sometimes wait outside for more than an hour or spend enough time shopping at nearby groceries, allowing them to optimize their time effectively.



Practicing

Practicing is a crucial aspect emphasized by parents in Tampa, with Judy’s father highlighting its significance. He firmly believes that, regardless of the subject, dedicated practice is essential. Without a commitment to consistent practice, achieving proficiency in any field, including piano learning, becomes challenging. In support of the importance of practicing, Kate’s father expanded on this by explaining that they do not insist on daily practice at a specific time. However, Kate practices a minimum of 3–4 times per week. Typically, they sit beside her, listening attentively. By doing so, he can identify and correct any incorrect notes or beats during her practice.

The Tampa family with two children recognized the significance of practice, but they had more flexibility in their approach. For instance, Judy’s father stated that he sometimes listened to her practice, and sometimes her older sister assisted with her practice. Through the company of her sister, they are getting closer with each other and her older sister serves as another supportive audience within the family.





Cross-case synthesis

In this section, we present the results of our cross-case comparison. Table 2 below provides a summary of the similarities and differences identified across four themes within the four cases, spanning two regions. Parents in both regions identified children’s autonomy, musical joys, and pursuit of musical careers as part of the parental values toward their children’s extracurricular music learning. However, parents from different cultural backgrounds value these points from different perspectives. For instance, Guilin parents believed that by happily learning music, children’s personalities were shaped through this learning process. However, Tampa parents believe that happiness is obtained by the child as the child takes extracurricular music lessons. Furthermore, although all the parent participants exhibited their willingness to support their child in pursuing music as a career, parents from Guilin shared that they would fully support their children’s pursuits, while Tampa parents asserted that their children need to pursue a musical career on their own.

Parents’ values are considerably influenced by their individual backgrounds, which has a far-reaching impact on their attitudes and behaviors related to their children’s extracurricular music learning. Coincidently, two of the Guilin mothers acquired an artistic background; in other words, these two mothers witnessed the arduous process of being a professional musicians or artists. In this way, they took numerous actions to foster children’s professional development which included teacher selection unlimited financial investment, and valued the opportunities to sign their child for music competitions or take level exams in order to received recognition from an official institution. In contrast, parents with nonmusical backgrounds in Tampa paid more attention to nonmusical achievements. This may include academic achievement and an integrated competence to fulfill and intensify their curriculum vitae, which is beneficial for the college entrance. The discussion section below will elaborate further.




Discussion

By interviewing both parents and children, this cross-cultural study compared the values parents place on children’s extracurricular musical learning through four cases: two in Guilin, China, and two in Tampa, United States. Findings revealed that some common issues were generated despite differences in the parental values which corresponded to the findings of previous research and prominent music education philosophies (Xie and Leung, 2011; Jarrett and Coba-Rodriguez, 2015; Caro, 2018; Fung, 2018; Ilari, 2018; Kong, 2018, 2023; Tan, 2019).


RQ1: How do parents in Guilin and Tampa perceive and value their children’s music learning?

Based on the study findings, we concluded that Guilin parents’ values encompassed respect for their children’s interests, cultivation of beauty and artistic sensibility, professional accomplishments, providing unconditional support, and employing diverse strategies to achieve success. Several factors might have contributed to shaping Guilin parents’ values.


The ideology of “beauty and aesthetics”

Notably, most Chinese parents hold the traditional Chinese view that music education is not only for earning a living, but its also for pursuing and developing beauty and manners, which is related to the purpose of aesthetic development in China (Xie and Leung, 2011). However, aesthetic development is a broad context that focuses not only on enhancing beauty and shaping manners, but also on enhancing people’s quality of life (Reimer, 2003). This approach places great importance on training students’ spirit of innovation and practical ability with the long-term purpose of fostering the new generation’s ideology, morality, and cultural awareness.

For the two Guilin mothers with arts specialties, their values were most likely influenced by the beauty and aesthetic development to some degree and were attributed to traditional Chinese philosophy. Returning to the essence of traditional perspectives in ancient and modern China, the Confucian concept of “six arts” and Cai Yuanpei’s idea of the “five ways of life” are deeply rooted and heavily influenced by parents’ perspectives (Tan et al., 2021; Luo and Guan, 2023). In Confucianism’s ideology of “six arts” (礼lǐ, 乐 yuè, 射 shè, 御 yù, 书 shū, 数 shù),礼 lǐ, which is virtue, plays the dominant role; 乐 yuè, which is music, plays the second order. Cai Yuanpei also posited virtue as the leading aspect of the “five ways of life” and ended with “beauty” as the contemporary philosophy. Through the two giants’ persepctives of the significance of virtue, music and beauty, we understood that Guilin parents desired to foster their children’s sense of beauty as well as shape elegant and exquisite temperaments through music learning. As such, we inferred that Chinese parents firmly believe in and value the importance of virtue and beauty.



Values of collectivism

Another explanation is that traditional Chinese culture is a collectivist culture (Brand, 2004; Tan et al., 2021), which is not only the dominat force in the current Chinese society and schooling, but is also part of the Confucian and Cai Yuanpei’s ideology. Our findings revealed that the Chinese parents were most likely influenced by their peers, which motivated them to encourage their children to learn music. With the rapid development of modern society, children suffer from substantial stress and competition in their pursuit of achievement. Influenced by their peers, Chinese parents feel pressured that their children may be “lost at the starting line.” Therefore, upon noticing that their peers’ children are engaged in music lessons, these parents engage in discussions with their own children to gauge their interest in learning music. Nevertheless, prior research has indicated that Chinese children often aim to avoid disappointing their parents (Comeau et al., 2015). Interestingly, our current study highlights that these parents uphold both their children’s autonomy and the influence of peer pressure as significant considerations. These finding were corroborated by their children’s perspectives as well. However, importantly, we refrain from stating this as a conclusive fact; further evidence is required to substantiate this notion.



The ideology of utilitarianism

In the study, Tampa parents’ responses emphasized the advantages of music education as a means to achieve nonmusical outcomes. This result reflected the parents’ belief that music serves a purpose beyond its inherent musical qualities and is aligned with the idea of utilitarianism proposed by Mark (1982). For instance, engaging in music allows children to acquire social–emotional (musical joy) and mathematical skills while improving their ability to focus and pay attention. Many parents also regard music learning as a means for children to develop abilities while building skills that will enhance their chances of being admitted to a prestigious university (Ilari, 2018). In addition, in line with the previous literature, both Tampa parents repeatedly emphasized the significance of music not only for providing happiness, but it also function as stress relief, which are the two prioritized requirements for selecting the music teachers. In other words, Tampa parents focused on affective and cognitive responses to their children (Zdzinski, 1996). Previous research has confirmed that parents exhibit significant affective and cognitive responses, especially at the elementary level (Zdzinski, 1996). We inferred that this result can be viewed as additional evidence that in relevant to the ideology of utilitarianism. Tampa parents firmly believe that happiness and less stress are important aspects for children at the elementary level (Zdzinski, 1996). Thus, what they value is based on their children’s psychological and mental status.



Values of individualism

Another possible explanation is the culture of individualism, in which individuals view themselves as the basic unit of survival (Hui and Villareal, 1989). US parents frequently underlined the importance of children’s academic outcomes and college entrance rather than the accomplishment of music learning itself (Hui and Villareal, 1989). In other words, these parents focused on the development of their children themselves. In addition, parents concentrated on children’s psychological status, as they were not only concerned with strengthening their children’s happiness and stress relief, but also illustrated that they would not force their children to practice. This evidence reflected that rather than just focusing on outstanding achievements that children needed, Tampa parents focused on stress reduction as they would not stress their children with daily practice, take piano grading tests or sign up for any type of musical competition. Due to the lack of competition or stress-inducing practices among people in the U.S., these parents were not easily to be influenced by their peers: rather, they focused only on their children’s self-growth only (Tang, 1999). Thus, we conclude that the the U.S. parents in our study posit nonmusical outcomes as the dominant role due to their Western values and cultural context.





RQ2: Does the value parents hold for their children’s extracurricular music activities differ across different cultural contexts? If so, how do parents’ values and perceptions of their children’s involvement in extracurricular music activities differ between the contexts of Guilin and Tampa?

The present study confirmed that parents act differently according to their different cultural contexts. First, influenced by the traditional Chinese cultures, the two Guilin parents were more actively involved and highly valued in their children’s extracurricular music learning when compared to the Tampa parents. Due to Guilin parents’ arts backgrounds, the two mothers understood the value of music itself. Thus, they paid more attention to the elements of music and provided a better music learning atmosphere for their children, including sitting in their music lessons or accompanying their practice, and signing up for professional music competitions or instrumental grading tests (Comeau et al., 2015; Yuan et al., 2021). They believed that by investing more time and increasing the exposures to music activities, children were more likely to devote more time, creativity, and confidence to the learning journey. Whereas the nonmusical parents from Tampa put more effort on nonmusical outcomes such as psychological support or academic achievement. These results constrast with previous research findings, which indicated that there was no difference between cultural groups when parents did not have a musical background (Comeau et al., 2015). Findings from the current study indicated that parents from Guilin were more actively involved in children’s extracurricular music learning than parents from Tampa.

Second, parents in Guilin place a greater value on competitions and tests, expressing enthusiasm by signing up their children for instrumental grading tests as an achievement in music learning. Surprisingly, parents from Tampa have not expressed any expectations for participating in either competitions or instrumental grading tests. Thus, to some degree, the sociocultural environment might be a factor. In China, a competitive environment places a high value on awards and competitions (Bai, 2021). Some school entrance exams even consider results from art and sports competitions as an additional score in the entrance exam, extending from primary school to high school and even at the college level (Bai, 2021). In the United States, the educational system implements a preferential admission policy that awards additional points for participation and success in extracurricular activities such as art and sports competitions at the college entrance level, typically not involving elementary or high school levels. Therefore, to some degree, Chinese students are exposed to a competitive environment in schooling from primary school to college (Bai, 2021). The parental values of Guilin’s parents discussed that the purpose of extracurricular music learning surpasses the mere achievement in music; it extends to the additional values gained through participation in competitions and tests.

Last, Tampa parents provided more affective and cognitive support than did Guilin’s parents (Zdzinski, 1996). Influenced by the ideologies of utilitarianism and individualism, neither the Tampa family neither enrolled their children in competitions nor had plans to subject them to instrumental grading tests. We hypothesized that Tampa parents might experience more negative influences, such as stress and time consumption, rather than benefits. Tampa parents are more focused on their children’s self-growth, putting more effort into supporting them to lead happy and fulfilling lives. Furthermore, parents in Guilin invested a significant amount of time to support their children, even sacrificing their personal time. This could be attributed not only to the mother’s personal values influence of traditional Chinese culture on mothers’ personal values but also to the historical backdrop of China’s one-child policy, which has instigated heightened parental attention and contributed to their children’s education (Xie and Leung, 2011; Feng et al., 2014).

In summary, we found that with varied values, parents demonstrated descrepent behaviors. We speculated that this difference might be due to the cultural diversity that parents possess which results in varied values toward their children’s extracurricular music learning. Again, every parent wants their children’s lives to be easy and well (Baker and Barg, 2019), in this way, they exhibit “best fit” behaviors, attitudes and values to support their children in becoming a better people.



Implications

This comparative study offers a unique and crucial perspective on the parental values associated with children’s extracurricular music learning in diverse cultural contexts. The implications of this study hold great significance for music educators, parents, and policymakers, as they encompass aspects such as holistic music education, multicultural music education, parent-educator collaboration, and children’s development.


Holistic music education

Understanding parental values in relation to children’s extracurricular music learning is crucial for educators to better understand the multifaceted nature of students’ musical development, and to effectively engage both parents and students in music education. Armed with this knowledge, music educators can adapt their curriculum design to bridge the gap between in-school and out-of-school music learning experiences. By incorporating music that meets individual students’ musical needs and connecting the music in school with that outside school, educators can promote a more holistic music education that is meaningful to all students.



Multicultural music education

The insights gained from exploring parental values in Tampa and Guilin allow music educators to grasp the expectations, diverse needs and values held by parents and children in different cultural contexts. This understanding could prepare music educators develop the knowledge necessary to teach diverse students effectively while accounting for their unique cultural backgrounds. By aligning their teaching practices with parental values and considering the cultural diversity of their students, educators could create a meaningful and enriching music education experiences for all students. For instance, when developing lesson plans, individuals may emphasize not only emphasize musical skills and knowledge as the objective, but they can also consider musical culture, “musical joy” and “beauty” aspects, as well as other nonmusical outcomes. Additionally, they may consider tailoring the teaching method to provide opportunities to engage students musically in a joyful way.



Parent-educator collaboration

Understanding parental values, especially their strategies for success and personal backgrounds, promotes collaboration between parents and music educators. Communication with parents enables them to stay updated and gain a better understanding of their children’s music learning experiences in school. Additionally, music educators could provide suggestions to parents on how to supervise and support children’s musical practice. In turn, parents could observe their child’s learning progress, challenges, and learning styles and share them with music educators. In this way, the collaboration between educators and parents establishes a supportive environment and effective strategies for a children’s musical education. Additionally, recognizing the cultural differences among families allows for the creation of individualized collaboration plans to support individuals’ success in music learning.



Development of children

The study’s findings reveal differences in parental values and parenting styles concerning the cultivation of children’s autonomy and responsibility in music learning. Gaining insights into diverse parental values from families with different cultural backgrounds could offer open-minded perspectives for parents, helping them adjust their involvement to better facilitate their children’s music learning. For example, children could be encouraged to engage in informal musical activities with their siblings and peers, and autonomy could be provided in selecting repertoires, instruments, and learning styles. Implementing these strategies could not only contribute to children’s musical education but also enhance their social–emotional learning and sense of responsibility.




Limitations and future research

The four cases included in this study represented middle-class families from two cities each in China and the U.S. It is essential to note that socioeconomic status was not the primary purpose or criterion for participant selection. The limited participation of low-income or low-SES parents in their children’s music learning might have contributed to their absence in this study (Jarrett and Coba-Rodriguez, 2015; Tan, 2019). Consequently, the findings of this multiple case study cannot be generalized to all parental values concerning children’s extracurricular music learning within these specific cultural contexts. Nevertheless, it is valuable to understand the parental values of children’s extracurricular music learning in low-SES families. This understanding can help educators comprehend the marginalized voices. Future research should aim to explore the value of children’s extracurricular music learning among families of different SES. Additionally, there is a need for further investigation into effective teaching strategies for students from various SES backgrounds and cultural contexts to establish a connection between school music education and extracurricular music learning.



Conclusion

To summarize, this cross-cultural study compared parental values toward their children’s extracurricular music learning in two selected regions: Guilin, China and Tampa, United States. The study revealed that parents from Guilin respected their children’s interests, paid more attention to the cultivation of beauty and artistic sensibility, and provided unconditional support and diverse strategies to achieve success. The values of parents from Tampa were concentrated on students’ musical joy, stress relief, and nonmusical outcomes. In other words, they anticipate that their children could acquire affective and cognitive support in their lives through the music learning process.

The current findings align with prior studies indicating the active involvement of Chinese parents in their children’s education (Comeau et al., 2015; Yuan et al., 2021; Cui, 2023), with Guilin parents exhibiting greater investments than Tampa parents. However, Tampa parents offered more cognitive and affective support than Guilin parents during their children’s extracurricular music learning. Hence, we concluded that parental values varied based upon their cultural beliefs. Regardless of their actions, parents in both contexts expect their children to achieve success in their musical pursuits. Parents, psychologists, and policymakers must comprehend the various needs and values present in different cultural backgrounds. This understanding is crucial not only for fostering children’s development, crafting curricula, and employing effective teaching methods in the field of music education but also in the broader domains of education, psychology, and sociology.
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Previous studies have found that negative parental rearing styles can negatively predict the acquisition of ego identity, while it has not been discussed whether the overcompetitive attitudes, a stable personality, will further hinder their ego identity development under the model of educational involutionary. The study used the Overcompetitive Attitude Scale, the Brief Parental Rearing Styles Questionnaire, and the Ego Identity Status Scale to investigate 550 young students in a school in Suzhou in order to explore the influence of parental rearing styles on adolescents’ ego identity development and the role of involutional attitudes. The results showed that: (1) Adolescents’ overcompetitive attitude was positively predicted by parental rejection and overprotection, while it was negatively predicted by parental emotional warmth. (2) Parental emotional warmth significantly predicted adolescents’ ego identity status more favorably than parental rejection, overprotection, and overcompetitive attitude. (3) Overcompetitive attitude plays a partial intermediary role between parental rearing style and ego identity.
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Introduction

In July 2021, with the implementation of the “double reduction “policy, various regions have successively launched the “double reduction “work and achieved positive results. This policy has extraordinary significance for the entire basic education community and even the society. However, due to the imbalance of educational resources, school education is also difficult to meet the needs of students’ heterogeneous learning. The term “involution” has been used to describe or explain contemporary issues in education in recent years. It is defined as the conundrum of increasing internal consumption costs without comparable rewards——Despite spending more on education, parents’ anxiety levels are rising. Children’s schoolwork is getting busier and the exams are getting more complicated (Long and Zhao, 2022). More and more elaborate examinations and score-oriented evaluation mechanisms not only increase the difficulty of learning competition, but also constrain the development of students’ subjectivity and literacy (Xu and Ma, 2021). In the involutional environment, parents’ high expectations and strict requirements force children to bear greater academic pressure. Therefore, parenting anxiety has become an important factor in aggravating involution. The prisoner’s dilemma leads to the transition from academic competition to excessive competition, which not only reflects the alienation of the essence of education by excessive competition, but also has a negative impact on the physical and mental health of young people. Intense learning competition and parental anxiety are the external manifestations of educational involution, and the psychological and behavioral problems of adolescents are the internal manifestations of involution.

According to research, a fiercely competitive learning atmosphere is detrimental to students’ non-cognitive skills (Ito-Morales and Morales-Cabezas, 2021). This may make unpleasant feelings like despair and anxiety worse, which could impede the growth of the body and mind (Posselt, 2021). Through continual competing comparisons, students are more prone to lose confidence and even develop learned helplessness, which lowers their willingness to engage in self-exploration and invest in the future (Gao, 2020). The majority of parents are instigators and implementers of involution, using “reward feedback mechanisms” to maintain their children’s involutional educational model and adopting an educational strategy that caters to their children’s academic competitiveness. This results in the development of unfavorable competitive attitude (Zhang, 2022). Teenagers are subject to the impact and influence of psychological pressure from the learning competition environment while accepting social norms. Psychological crisis is easy to make them confused and at a loss. However, parents are eager to see their children grow up, and their anxiety is gradually transmitted to their children through negative parenting styles and poor parent–child communication relationships. Undoubtedly, it has once again increased the psychological burden of students and hindered their self-identity development and the formation of positive personality traits. As a result, this study aims to shed more light on the relationship between parental rearing styles and adolescents’ ego identity development by examining the mediating role of overcompetitive attitude. This will help us better understand whether the overcompetitive attitude formed by people in the mode of educational involution as a stable personality tendency will further impede their ego identity development.


Parental rearing styles and adolescent ego identity

Parental emotional support, as an important psychological resource for children, greatly affects the individual’s self-confidence in the face of stress and their ability to solve problems, prompting individuals to explore themselves and challenge difficulties (Sheldon and Epstein, 2005). Negative parenting styles such as parental control and excessive preference will cause individuals to produce more negative self-concepts, which in turn will lead to unreasonable evaluation and cognition of themselves (Aldhafri, 2011; Hughes, 2011; Molina, 2015). The social construction model of resilience holds that resilience is a quality of ability formed with the process of individual self-identity construction (Ungar and Theron, 2020). If self-identity is well constructed, individuals will form a high level of psychological resilience, so that the dilemma can be solved. Yu and Wang (2019) also pointed out that in the middle school stage, the focus of mental health education is to help teenagers master the skills of self-cognition and emotional management, form good will quality, and establish a positive attitude and healthy interpersonal relationship in order to better face setbacks (Yu and Wang, 2019). Therefore, the establishment of self-identity is the most important psychological development task in the adolescent stage. Whether the development of identity is good or not is not only closely related to the individual’s personality improvement and healthy growth, but also related to the individual’s adaptation to social life, the realization of self-worth and the experience of happiness. Individuals with high self-identity will have a clearer understanding of themselves and a stronger sense of self-identity. In the face of the psychological crisis caused by parental anxiety and excessive competition, they can better mobilize psychological resources to cope with it.

According to several studies, the factors that affect the establishment of adolescents’ ego identity mainly include family education, social environment, academic environment, personality characteristics, causal orientation, etc. (An, 2007; Wang and Tong, 2018), of which parental rearing style is one of the most important factors (Masud et al., 2015). Parents are the first socializing agent responsible for transmitting the values, beliefs, and attitudes that will shape the personality of adult children (Palacios et al., 2022). In view of the relationship and interaction between parents and children, and the influence of family environment on children, Darling and Steinberg proposed that parenting styles include the influence of parents on children’s emotional expression and behavior, as well as family atmosphere and family rules with cross-situational stability (Darling and Steinberg, 1993). Prevatt pointed out that parenting style is composed of relatively stable parenting attitudes and beliefs, which reflect parents’ values and behavioral expectations for their children (Prevatt, 2003). Research shows that parents’ active participation in parenting can protect their children from adaptive difficulties and problematic behaviors (Omari and Papaleontiou-Louca, 2020), and harmonious parent–child relationship can provide emotional support for individuals seeking self-development, and promote the adaptive development of adolescent identity (Wang et al., 2017; Moor et al., 2019). However, bad parenting styles, such as parents’ refusal, will affect children’s self-differentiation, which will make them sensitive to setbacks, reduce their level of self-acceptance, and hinder their academic and ego identity development (Cong et al., 2022); Over-protection or psychological control by parents can easily make children weak in character, hinder the development of children’s self-esteem, and form negative self-concept and problem behaviors (Chang et al., 2022). Individuals’ sense of identity and self-worth will be diminished if individuals cannot get enough warmth from their parents’ attitudes (Yao et al., 2022). It can be seen that family warmth and support are the key to teenagers’ psychological growth and personality development. At present, there is no lack of research on parental rearing styles and ego identity, however, it is more practical to explore based on the specific cultural background of “education involution’’.



Parental rearing styles, overcompetitive attitude, and adolescent ego identity

From the perspective of pedagogy, ‘involution’ is a self-blocking state under excessive competition (Lu, 2021), and a fierce zero-sum competition phenomenon in a limited space (Chen and Bao, 2022). Sampson (1988) proposed that excessive competitiveness is caused by the bad social values and external environment of self-made individualism. It is a personality tendency that individuals pay too much attention to winning and losing while ignoring the realization of self-worth in the face of competitive situations. Therefore, in view of the scholars’ definition of involution and related research results, this study uses excessive competitive attitude to quantify.

The study found that the individual’s competitive attitude is closely related to family environment, personality characteristics, economic conditions and other factors, among which parenting style and parent–child communication will have an impact on children’s competitive attitude. Parental rearing styles can affect children’s competitive attitudes through various verbal and non-verbal forms (Li and Yan, 2017). Specifically, excessive parental control and directive education can lead to children’s lack of autonomy and self-confidence, thus showing too cautious and negative in competition; encouraging children to explore, try and praise their efforts and achievements helps to develop a positive competitive attitude. Individuals’ perception of parental emotional support can positively predict their benign competitive attitude (Chen et al., 2012). On the contrary, negative parenting styles such as refusal to deny or severe punishment will make children feel inferior and insecure. They are forced to meet their parents’ expectations or succumb to their parents’ values and indulge in excessive internal friction competition, trying to gain recognition and appreciation by obtaining rankings and rewards. This excessive competitive attitude will not only have a negative impact on the physical and mental health of individuals, but also affect their ability to interact and cooperate with others. In the long run, it may lead to the limitation of personal development in academic and social aspects.

Some studies have also suggested that competition is an indispensable part of the process of constructing self-concept. Through competition, individuals can compare their own abilities and performance with others, so as to more clearly understand their own strengths and weaknesses (Harter and Bukowski, 2012). However, excessive competition may also undermine individuals’ self-satisfaction, leading them to focus too much on external evaluation and ignore their own internal needs and emotional state (Yang et al., 2018). In the process of guiding individuals to participate in competition, we need to balance the relationship between competition and cooperation, and pay attention to the internal psychological needs of individuals to promote their self-worth. Positive competitive attitude was positively correlated with social adaptation (Park and Baek, 2018; Yang and Robinson, 2018), which means that positive competition helps teenagers achieve growth and progress in self-exploration, and interpersonal relationships can also be well developed. Individuals with high over-competition have lower levels of self-esteem (Zhang et al., 2021), which may hinder individuals from fully expressing and exploring themselves and trigger more self-esteem rumination and identity problems (Gardner and Davis, 2013; Yang et al., 2018). Therefore, it is very important to find a balance point in the competition. Educators and parents should cultivate children to form a good sense of competition, encourage children to believe in their own ability, and avoid the negative impact of excessive and vicious competition. In this way, they can better understand themselves and others, better adapt to society and life so as to achieve higher life satisfaction and happiness.



The current study

Parental caring was found to be positively associated with current self-involvement and future engagement ambitions, while parental rejection and indifference were negatively related to same outcomes (Wu et al., 2014). The study found that competitive attitudes have an impact on the psychological well-being of individuals (Sheng et al., 2015). Overcompetitive attitude negatively predicts individuals’ clarity of self-concept (Yang et al., 2018). This suggests that there is a strong link between overcompetitive attitude and the development of ego identity in adolescents. Competitive attitudes of secondary school students are significantly associated with parental rearing styles (Li and Yan, 2017). The research also revealed that those with a competitive attitude are more likely to enjoy and value cooperation, as well as emotional contact with others. Can this effectively lessen the negative effects of poor parental on the development of their ego identity? Therefore, this study aims to investigate the relationship between the three variables through quantitative research.




Materials and methods


Participants

The study was conducted by utilizing the cross-sectional design. The participants of the study were recruited by convenience sampling. The participants consisted of 512 adolescents (246 females, 266 males) attending two schools in Suzhou. The participants’ ages were between 12 and 18 (M = 15.46 years, SD = 1.76 years). Of the participants, 92 (18.0%) were 7th graders, 96 (18.8%) were 8th graders, 64 (12.5%) were 9th graders, 92 (18.0%) were 10th graders, 92 (18.0%) were 11th graders, and 76 (14.8%) were 12th graders.



Materials


Competitive Attitudes Scale – China version

The scale was revised by Chen et al. (2003), which consists of two dimensions of 27 items, positive and overcompetitive attitudes. The participants indicated their response on a 5-point scale (1 = ‘Strongly disagree’ to 5 = ‘Strongly agree’) with higher scores indicating a higher overcompetitive attitude level. A sample item is “The failure of competition makes me feel that the value of being a person is reduced.” Cronbach’s alpha of the overcompetitive scale was found to be 0.71 for this study. The degree of learning involution in this study was captured by the overcompetitive attitude scale.



Short form parental style questionnaire (short form-Egna Minnen av. Barndoms Uppfostran, S-EMBU)

It was measured with 21 items on the Short Form Parental Style Questionnaire. The S-EMBU was designed by Arrindell (1983) in 1999 to determine parental rearing styles and revised by Jiang et al. (2010). It was divided into three dimensions: “rejection,” “emotional warmth” and “overprotective.” A sample item is “Father praises me.” It consists of a 4-point Likert-type response scale, where 1 is Almost never true and 4 is Almost always true, and. Higher scores on this scale indicate more parents’ behavior in a certain dimension. The Cronbach alpha of father’s rejection was 0.93. The Cronbach alpha of mother’s rejection was 0.93. The Cronbach alpha of father’s emotional warmth was 0.92. The Cronbach alpha of mother’s emotional warmth was 0.92. The Cronbach alpha of father’s overprotection was 0.72. The Cronbach’s alpha of maternal overprotection was 0.72, and the internal consistency coefficient of the overall Cronbach’s alpha of the scale in this study was 0.73.



Ego Identity Status Scale

The Ego Identity Status Scale, originally created by Jia (1983) and later translated into Chinese by Zhang (2000) from its Japanese version, is a 12-item scale divided into three dimensions: “present self-involvement,” “past crisis” and “desire for future involvement.” A sample item is “I am working hard to achieve my goal.” It consists of a 6-point Likert-type response scale, where 1 is Completely disagree and 6 is Completely agree. It’s to measure six states of ego identity, including Achieved (A), Achieved-Foreclosure (A-F), Foreclosure (F), Moratorium (M), Moratorium-Diffusion (M-D), and Diffusion (D).Cronbach’s alpha of the overcompetitive scale was found to be 0.72 for this study.




Procedures

The participants were recruited from two schools in Suzhou during the 2022–2023 academic year. The researcher firstly received permission from the principals of the schools, and signed informed con-sent was obtained from the participants. The participants were informed about the study’s process and aim before the data collection. Then, the instruments of the study were administered to the students by the researcher during school hours in their classrooms. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and the participants were independent on withdrawing from the current study at any time. The researcher explained how they could fill out the surveys. The participants completed the surveys of the research in approximately 15 min.



Data analysis

The data of the present study were analyzed by programs of SPSS 25.0 and Process 4.0. First, descriptive statistics (skewness, kurtosis, mean, and standard deviation) were examined. Second, correlation coefficients between the investigated variables were explored to capture the relationships. Third, path analyses were carried out to examine whether the relationship between parental rearing styles and the development of adolescents’ ego identity was mediated by overcompetitive attitude, as well as to explore the direct relationships among parental rearing styles, ego identity, and overcompetitive attitude. The bootstrapping mediation technique was used with 5,000 resamples and bias-corrected bootstrap 95% confidence intervals to test the significance of the mediating role (Preacher and Hayes, 2008).




Results


Descriptive statistics and correlations

Descriptive statistics were presented in Table 1. The findings of correlations demonstrated that parental rejection, overprotective parental and overcompetitive attitude were positively associated (r = 0.14, 0.16, 0.23, 0.11, respectively, p < 0.01), while parental emotional warmth was negatively associated with overcompetitive attitude (r = −0.11, −0.13, respectively, p < 0.05). At the same time, there was a negative relationship between overcompetitive attitude and ego identity status (r = −0.17, −0.16, −0.18, respectively, p < 0.01). Next, Parental rejection, parental overprotection, and ego identity status dimensions were negatively related (r = −0.65, −0.67, −0.32, −0.33, −0.69, −0.70, −0.53, −0.51, −0.28, −0.24, −0.52, −0.49, respectively, p < 0.01), while parental emotional warmth was positively related with those dimensions (r = 0.72, 0.72, 0.34, 0.42, 0.70, 0.73, respectively, p < 0.001).



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis of each variable.
[image: A correlation matrix displaying relationships between various psychological variables, labeled 1 to 10, in relation to age with a mean of 15.46 and standard deviation of 1.76. Variables include factors like parent rejection and self-involvement, and significant correlations are noted with asterisks for different significance levels.]



Examining of the mediating role of overcompetitive attitude

The path analyses were performed to examine the direct relationships among the investigated variables and the mediating effect of overcompetitive attitude in the total sample (Figures 1–6), the absence of 0 in the interval indicates statistical significance (Erceghurn and Mirosevich, 2008). Parental style was used as a predictor variable, ego identity status as an outcome variable and overcompetitive attitude as a mediating variable. The findings demonstrated that father rejection was related positively to overcompetitive attitude (β = 0.143, p < 0.01; 95%CI = [0.045, 0.179]) and overcompetitive attitude was related negatively to present self-involvement, past crisis and future desire to invest (β = −0.077, p < 0.05; β = −0.122, p < 0.01; β = −0.096, p < 0.01; 95% CI = [−0.032, −0.002]; 95%CI = [−0.023, −0.004]; 95%CI = [−0.033, −0.005]), indicating that the association between ego identity and father rejection was partially mediated by overcompetitive attitude. Mother rejection positively predicted overcompetitive attitude (β = 0.159, p < 0.01; 95%CI = [0.055, 0.184]), and overcompetitive attitude negatively predicted past crisis and future desire to commit (β = −0.104, p < 0.01; β = −0.081, p < 0.05; 95%CI = [−0.024, −0.003]; 95%CI = [−0.030, −0.005]), indicating that the association between ego identity and mother rejection was partially mediated by overcompetitive attitude.

[image: Diagram illustrating relationships between four variables: Father Rejection, Overcompetitive Attitude, Present Self-Involvement, and Future Self-Involvement Desire. Father Rejection positively influences Overcompetitive Attitude (0.143). It negatively affects Present Self-Involvement (-0.647), Past Crisis (-0.291), and Future Self-Involvement Desire (-0.640). Overcompetitive Attitude negatively impacts Present Self-Involvement (-0.077), Past Crisis (-0.122), and Future Self-Involvement Desire (-0.096).]

FIGURE 1
 The mediation effect model of overcompetitive attitude between father rejection and ego identity. The factor loadings are standardized. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


[image: Flowchart illustrating relationships between variables. "Mother rejection" affects "Overcompetitive attitude" (0.159**), which impacts "Present self-involvement" (-0.063) and "Past crisis". "Mother rejection" directly influences "Present self-involvement" (-0.666***), "Past crisis" (-0.271***), and "Future self-involvement desire" (-0.674***, -0.081*). Arrows indicate the direction of influence with numerical values marking the strength of relationships.]

FIGURE 2
 The mediation effect model of overcompetitive attitude between mother rejection and ego identity. The factor loadings are standardized. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


[image: Flowchart depicting relationships between variables. "Father emotional warmth" influences "Overcompetitive attitude" (-0.107*), which impacts "Present self-involvement" (-0.093**) and "Future self-involvement desire" (-0.129**). "Father emotional warmth" also affects "Past crisis" (0.321***) and "Future self-involvement desire" (0.724***). Numerical values indicate strength and significance of each relationship.]

FIGURE 3
 The mediation effect model of overcompetitive attitude between father emotional warmth and ego identity. The factor loadings are standardized. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


[image: Diagram showing relationships between variables related to "Mother emotional warmth" and its impact on "Overcompetitive attitude," "Present self-involvement," "Past crisis," and "Future self-involvement desire," with various path coefficients indicating positive and negative effects.]

FIGURE 4
 The mediation effect model of overcompetitive attitude between mother emotional warmth and ego identity. The factor loadings are standardized. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


[image: Flowchart showing relationships between variables: Father overprotection affects overcompetitive attitude (0.228***), which influences present self-involvement (-0.104*). Father overprotection also impacts present self-involvement (-0.522***), past crisis (-0.261***), and future self-involvement desire (-0.506***, -0.072). Overcompetitive attitude's additional influence on present self-involvement is -0.050.]

FIGURE 5
 The mediation effect model of overcompetitive attitude between father overprotection and ego identity. The factor loadings are standardized. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


[image: Flowchart illustrating relationships between mother overprotection, overcompetitive attitude, and self-involvement. Arrows indicate connections with values: "Mother overprotection" to "Overcompetitive attitude" (0.113), "Overcompetitive attitude" to "Present self-involvement" (-0.113), "Mother overprotection" to "Present self-involvement" (-0.136), "Mother overprotection" to "Past crisis" (-0.231), and "Mother overprotection" to "Future self-involvement desire" (-0.482, -0.499, -0.133). Asterisks denote significance levels.]

FIGURE 6
 The mediation effect model of overcompetitive attitude between mother overprotection and ego identity. The factor loadings are standardized. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


Father emotional warmth negatively predicted overcompetitive attitude (β = −0.107, p < 0.05; 95%CI = [−0.127, −0.014])and overcompetitive attitude negatively predicted present self-involvement, past crisis and future desire for input (β = −0.093, p < 0.01; β = −0.129, p < 0.01; β = −0.184, p < 0.01; 95%CI = [0.002, 0.025]; 95%CI = [0.002, 0.017]; 95%CI = [0.003, 0.026]), indicating that the association between ego identity and father’s emotional warmth was partially mediated by overcompetitive attitude. Mother emotional warmth negatively predicted overcompetitive attitude (β = −0.128, p < 0.01; 95%CI = [−0.144, −0.028]), and overcompetitive attitude negatively predicted present self-involvement, past crisis, and future desire for involvement (β = −0.079, p < 0.01; β = −0.112, p < 0.01; β = −0.096, p < 0.01; 95%CI = [0.002, 0.026]; 95%CI = [0.002, 0.018]; 95%CI = [0.004, 0.025]), indicating that the association between ego identity and mother’s emotional warmth was partially mediated by overcompetitive attitude.

Father overprotection positively predicted overcompetitive attitude (β = 0.143, p < 0.01; 95%CI = [0.129, 0.282]) and overcompetitive attitude negatively predicted past crises (β = −0.104, p < 0.05; 95%CI = [−0.037, −0.005]), indicating that the association between ego identity and father overprotection was partially mediated by overcompetitive attitude. Mother overprotection positively predicted overcompetitive attitude (β = 0.113, p < 0.01; 95%CI = [0.024, 0.181]), and overcompetitive attitude negatively predicted present self-involvement, past crisis and future desire for input (β = −0.113, p < 0.01; β = −0.136, p < 0.01; β = −0.133, p < 0.001; 95%CI = [−0.042, −0.004]; 95%CI = [−0.025, −0.003]; 95%CI = [−0.042, −0.006]), indicating that the association between ego identity and mother overprotection was partially mediated by overcompetitive attitude.




Discussion

Ecosystem theory suggests that the family environment is crucial for individuals’ early growth (Rosa et al., 2013), and parents shape their kids’ personalities and social development through their educational pursuits (Shan et al., 2020). Different parenting styles have different predictive effects on individual self-identity and self-expression. Children who are fully cared for and supported by their parents in the growth environment usually have positive energy and desire to explore, and they are more confident and enthusiastic about the future. Even in the face of setbacks, they tend to attribute success to their own efforts and abilities, and attribute failure to external factors. This positive mentality and attribution style can often form a positive reinforcement mechanism to help individuals better adapt to setbacks and failures, reduce negative emotions and frustration, and then enhance their investment in the current task and their desire to explore the future, and be more satisfied with their lives, which is consistent with the research results of Chen (2020). Adolescents perceive good emotional support and family atmosphere, resulting in positive cognition, which contributes to the improvement of individual self-efficacy and the enhancement of psychological resilience (Huang et al., 2020). Although classical studies identify the authoritative parenting style as the best parental strategy, Parents’ understanding, support and warmth can promote their children to achieve a good orientation toward others in terms of cognitive and affective empathy and a good self-evaluation in terms of self-concept (Fuentes et al., 2022). High parental warmth is always positive for greater adjustment and less psychological mal adjustment, which was found to benefit professional self-concept (Alcaide et al., 2023; Villarejo et al., 2024). Self-awareness theory states that such individuals will actively create social support when they are frustrated and take full initiative to cope with psychological crises. This result confirms the theory of family functioning, which states that a scientific and rational parental style plays an important role in childrens’ growth and is conducive to the formation of positive psychological qualities such as high self-esteem, self-confidence and resilience (Li and Gan, 2011).

By comparing the differences in the influence of parenting styles on adolescents’ self-identity in each model, it is found that the total effect value of mother rejection is higher than that of father rejection. First of all, due to role cognition and gender differences, the thinking logic of fathers in dealing with problems is very different from that of mothers. When solving parent–child conflicts, more rational methods will be adopted. Although mothers are emotionally delicate, they sometimes adopt extreme ways to make children feel more rejection and rejection, thus generating a sense of distance and negative emotions. In addition, the father who is unknown and reticent often devotes his energy to work. The mother who is more involved in the upbringing is constantly ‘nagging’ for the children’s good, which leads to the gradual formation of parent–child conflicts and even further intensification, thus having a greater impact on the development of adolescents’ self-identity. Secondly, father’s emotional warmth has a greater impact on adolescents’ self-identity development than mother’s emotional warmth. The possible reason is that in the current family structure of China, more and more fathers are aware of the importance of raising children, and they have already broken the image of ‘strict father’. In addition, with the stereotype of ‘loving mother’, children feel more sensitive to the care from fathers than mothers. Good education from fathers can be a guide for children’s mind. At the same time, the father has the image characteristics of bravery, tenacity and strong sense of responsibility. The children will feel more strength and support, so as to dare to take risks without losing stability, actively explore themselves, and better adapt to the social environment and cope with pressure. This is consistent with the results of Miri and Limor (2018). Father often get along with children can make them easy to form a sense of security and self-esteem in interpersonal relationships, so as to get along with others. The difference in parenting formed by gender roles will subtly affect children’s way of doing things and judgment, so it can make up for the weak links in mother’s education. Therefore, the father’s emotional warmth has a far-reaching impact on the establishment of children’s identity.

The study found that the mean score of the overcompetitive attitude sample was 3.50, which was significantly higher than the median score of 2.5, and that the level of over-competence was at the upper middle level, indicating a high level of current involution in adolescent learning. Structural equation modeling revealed that overcompetitive attitude mediated the relationship between parental style and ego identity, and that overcompetitive attitude was negatively associated with past crises, present self-involvement and future investment aspirations. Psychological research has found that parental psychological control over children and adolescent anxiety are causally related to each other (Cong et al., 2019). Teenagers today are constantly overly focused on the results because they are dealing with the psychological weight of academic pressure, parental expectations, and personal growth. Adolescents with overcompetitive attitude have more negative social life events, while emotional stability and high self-esteem are significantly associated with positive competitive attitude (Xu et al., 2018). When individuals focus on improving themselves during competition, they create a new perception of themselves, are more able to explore their potential, and are more self-aware, all of which contribute to the growth of homogeneity. Whereas in ‘involution’ the experience of self is always linked to winning and losing, and the self is based on comparison with others, the experience of failure in learning leads to a negative view of oneself and prevents further exploration of the ego identity (Crocetti et al., 2016; Gerber et al., 2018).

In the context of learning involution, adolescents are prone to self-doubt and no longer have expectations for the future. Adolescents also gradually become more conscious of themselves and increasingly desire external recognition at the same time. Parental rejection can stunt children’s personality growth and lessen their capacity for positive perception and experience (Khaleque, 2013). It is challenging for children to establish a positive self-concept since they feel that their parents do not appreciate or recognize them (Shrout and Weigel, 2020; Li and Liu, 2021). This eventually results in a diminished sense of self-awareness and self-worth (Nie and Gan, 2017). For the child, this is undoubtedly a negative “setback.” Parental overprotection can result in a lack of autonomy, making it difficult for children to adapt to the environment and develop ego identity. Children are forced by their parents’ expectations or values and fall into excessive internal friction competition, which makes it difficult to establish academic self-concept clarity and objective self-cognition, which is consistent with the research results of Liu et al. (2019) and others. The emotional support provided by parents makes it easier for individuals to be satisfied in terms of sense of value, and pays more attention to the improvement of self-ability, which is conducive to the formation of a benign competitive attitude. They are more willing to cooperate with their peers and actively participate in self-exploration activities with others. Feel the pleasure of self-improvement, even for the failure of competition can make a correct and objective evaluation. Therefore, in order to enable students to successfully adapt to the society, it is crucial for parents to guide their children to develop a correct view of academic competition, with self-improvement and potential development as the goal, and not to focus excessively on winning and losing to the point where they base their self-worth on social comparisons., so as to increase their opportunities to experience and explore various roles, and have a positive expectation for the future to promote their self-identity development.



Conclusion

The current study provided significant implications. Theoretically, this study of adolescents indicated that the relationship between parental rearing styles and adolescent ego identity was partially mediated by overcompetitive attitude. This result presents a more comprehensive understanding of the development of adolescent ego identity. Practically, this result is promising for more effective interventions aimed at preventing ego identity collusion among adolescents from the perspective of system theory. First, parents should set a good example and establish an equal relationship with their children, change the concept of education, and encourage children to establish a healthy competitive attitude with the support of emotional warmth. Second, schools can focus on developing some courses to strengthen students’ self-exploration, create a relaxed and harmonious learning atmosphere and form educational cooperation with parents. Last but not least, advocating and guiding a positive mainstream value, a society full of positive values can provide stronger support for youth self-growth than a society full of cutthroat competition or self-involvement.

In conclusion, this study that aimed to explore the relationships between parental rearing styles, overcompetitive attitude, and ego identity in adolescents found both significant associations among the examined variables and the mediating role of overcompetitive attitude in the relationship between parental rearing styles and adolescent ego identity. Therefore, the present findings may contribute to the existing literature on adolescent ego identity by exploring factors that support or prevent the development of ego identity, hence identifying viable goal intervention pathways.
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Introduction: This study aimed to analyze how authoritative parenting affects behavioral problems among primary, junior high, and secondary high school students. Today, parental educational anxiety and parent–child relationship conflicts are common in China and are resulting in a high incidence of child behavioral problems. High-quality family education is becoming increasingly important in China. This study sought to provide a reference for developing responsive family education services.
Methods: A total of 10,441 parents in Hubei Province, including urban and rural areas, were evaluated using the Parents’ Education Anxiety Questionnaire, Parental Authority Parenting Questionnaire, Parent–Child Relationship Scale, and Self-Made Behavior Problem Scale to determine the internal mechanisms of child behavioral problems in the family system. To make the sample more representative, this study collected data from primary and secondary schools representative of the southeast, northwest, and center of Hubei Province; further, the number of parents involved in each school was controlled at approximately 300 to ensure that the final sample had analytical value.
Results: Educational anxiety directly affected children’s behavioral problems and indirectly affected them through the conflicts between parent and child. This conflict partially mediated educational anxiety and child behavioral problems, and authoritative parenting played a significant regulatory role in this relationship.
Discussion: Higher levels of educational anxiety among parents increased the likelihood of a depressed family environment. This can lead to deteriorating parent–child relationships, which can result in children’s problem behaviors. Parents can address these problems by changing their approach to education and adjusting their emotions accordingly.
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1 Introduction

This study explored how parenting styles impact adolescent behavior toward outlining best practices for family education in China. Family education affects child growth and development, family happiness and stability, social harmony and progress, and national prosperity. Family education refers to “social roles (including kinship relations and ancestry), emotions, responsibilities (including child welfare), being together, economics (housekeeping), leisure and care” (Bernardes, 1999; Havigerová et al., 2013). Many countries have introduced laws to promote family education. For example, the U.S. federal government updated and revised the Family Education Protection Act (United Nations, 1989) to emphasize the legal status of family upbringing and provide parents with more educational autonomy.

Meanwhile, the U.K. government published Guidance for Local Authorities and Parents (U.K. Government, 1996) to help parents better understand the importance of family upbringing, what parents should focus on, and how they can communicate and work with local authorities. Additionally, the government of Ontario, Canada, issued the Policy Statement on Family Upbringing (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018), which provides a comprehensive overview of family upbringing, clearly expresses the government’s support and endorsement of family upbringing and sets relevant regulatory standards and requirements. The Australian government’s updated National Education Guidelines (Australian Government, 2022) outlines numerous requirements and recommendations for family upbringing to regulate its quality and safety effectively. All these documents reflect the international emphasis, concern regarding home education, and provide parents with practical information and legal protection.

Recently, research on family education has emerged along the following lines. First, scholars have considered the impact of family education on child development, particularly the relationships between learning and social, psychological, and physical health. Second, they have explored parents’ roles in family education to uncover how different types of parental involvement impact child development. Third, scholars have investigated heterogeneities in family education; for example, they have studied how families from different ethnic, cultural, and economic backgrounds educate and explore the advantages and disadvantages of different educational approaches. Fourth, scholars have examined parenting skills, examining how to improve parents’ educational skills and knowledge to better support child growth and development. Fifth, researchers have considered views on educational policies, exploring how their attitudes influence their expectations for educational reform (Garcia Yeste et al., 2018).

In China, family education is becoming increasingly important. Historically, family education has played a profound, foundational, and long-term role in the growth of children and youth. Parents’ ability to educate their children affects the effectiveness of family education and child development (Huang Y. et al., 2022). Today, there is a shortage of high-quality family educational strategies, creating contradictions in educational development. Modernization and urbanization have profoundly changed the traditional Chinese family structure (Gao and Bian, 2023). With family structures becoming smaller and more nucleated, elders have less time and energy to devote to family education, and the resources and support they can obtain from within the family are becoming more limited, leading to the absence or devaluation of family education (Qiang, 2021). These trends can cause problems in children and youth. For example, psychological and behavioral issues related to lack of childhood education can exacerbate the trend of under-age delinquency (Danisworo and Wangid, 2022). Some studies have shown that moral and conscious restraints can significantly increase the psychological costs of juvenile involvement in crime. Conversely, low morale and conscious restraints among adolescents increase crime rates; socially maladjusted adolescents are more likely to commit crimes, and associating with transgressive peers can influence adolescent delinquency (Han and Zhang, 2015). Furthermore, emotional problems in adolescents, such as the callousness trait, which manifests itself in insensitivity to negative emotions and a lack of empathy, are key personality factors leading to juvenile delinquency (Ermer et al., 2013).

Further, although providing satisfactory education is a key goal of the new era, parent anxiety around education and parent–child relationship conflicts hinder the widespread implementation of satisfactory family education (Ding and Xue, 2022). Parental educational anxiety is evident in the fact that parents devote all their limited time and energy to their children’s studies. This trend is causing the parent–child relationship to mutate into a teacher–student relationship and reducing the warmth and acceptance characteristics of the original parent–child relationship. This may reduce the child’s sense of security and belonging in their family. Additionally, it may cause children to feel that there is no space for their emotions (Mellon and Moutavelis, 2011). Together, these effects can increase psychological and behavioral problems among children.

Further, the education of both fathers and mothers can directly predict children’s behavioral problems (Gao et al., 2023). Meanwhile, anxiety disorders among parents significantly affect children (Lawrence et al., 2019). Similarly, parental non-pathological anxiety symptoms and traits can also predict emotional problems in children (Bayer et al., 2006). Therefore, it is necessary to reduce parents’ educational anxiety and improve parent–child relationships to improve family education in China. For example, these issues may be addressed by providing parents with accurate educational guidance (Huang et al., 2022a; Zhou Shiyi, 2022), implementing family education legislation, rebuilding family education, and cultivating healthy personalities (Zhang, 2022), thereby alleviating the effects of educational anxiety on children’s behavioral problems and achieving scientific family education.

The ecosystem theory supports the idea that a child’s development is closely related to the education they receive at home. This theory was introduced by Bronfenbrenner (1992), based on his synthesis of the ecological view of development and personal experience. Broadly, the ecosystem theory maintains that the environment greatly influences individual development (Tudge et al., 2009). This theory divides the formative environment into microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems, macrosystems, and ephemeral systems. Ecosystem theory emphasizes the linkages between systems, the bidirectional nature of the role of the individual and the microsystem, the process of the individual’s continuous adjustment to the environment, and the selection and adjustment of the environment; the theory establishes that the environment has a dynamic influence on the individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). Within this theoretical framework, family, school, and peers belong to the microsystem. The family system is an environment comprising children, parents, and the family setting, and includes children’s personalities, genders, ages, and parents’ education, occupation, and parenting style (Luan et al., 2013). In the family system, the child directly perceives activities and interacts with their parents. Notably, the family system has the greatest impact on student development (Liu and Meng, 2009), which is specifically influenced by relationships between family members (Xu et al., 2019; Conger and Donnellan, 2021); for example, increased conflict between parents makes children more likely to have conflicts with other students at school (Ingoldsby et al., 2001; Harold and Sellers, 2018). Family systems theory suggests that a good family environment promotes children’s physical and mental development, whereas an unfavorable one hinders it (Cox and Paley, 2003; Walsh, 2016; Minuchin, 2017). Based on the ecosystem theory, the family system has the greatest influence on student development; accordingly, good parent characterizes a favorable family environment–child relationships, can keep children emotionally stable, and can reduce problem behaviors.

However, as suggested above, Chinese parents may need help maintaining good relationships with their children and a favorable family environment. To facilitate family education that supports healthy child development, it is necessary to clarify the relationships between Chinese parents’ behaviors, especially around their children’s education, and child behavior to uncover best practices for family education. This study responds to this task. Specifically, this study enriches research in family systems theory by studying the relationship between parenting anxiety, authoritative parenting style, parent–child conflict, and child behavioral problems in the family system. A survey was conducted on 10,441 families in Hubei Province, China, to identify the intrafamilial factors influencing behavioral problems in primary and secondary school students. This study offers valuable insights for research and practice on preventing and controlling child behavioral problems and improving the quality of family education received by children aged 6–18.



2 Literature review and hypothesis development


2.1 Educational anxiety and child behavioral problems

“Parental education anxiety” refers to emotional and psychological experiences triggered by the stresses and challenges parents experience due to their children’s education, including uncertainty about their children’s future development, expectations of academic performance, and anxiety brought about by comparisons between their children and their children’s peers (Hossain and Roopnarine, 2020; Kim S. et al., 2020). While parental educational anxiety manifests differently in different countries and regions—for example, parents in some countries may be more focused on their children’s school performance, while those in others may be more concerned about their children’s social skills, creativity, and self-perception—it is a universal phenomenon (Alharbi and Al-Khateeb, 2020; Kim E. Y. et al., 2020; Shumow et al., 2020; Zhong et al., 2021). Regardless of its form, parenting anxiety can negatively impact family life and threaten children’s healthy development (Lee et al., 2020). In this study, parental educational anxiety refers explicitly to the tension, anxiety, worry, annoyance, and panic that parents experience due to the uncertainty of their educational outcomes, such as fears about their children falling “behind in education,” the stress of being “educationally overburdened,” the stress of “educational backwardness,” and worries over “educational incompetence” (Chen and Xiao, 2014). Notably, parental education anxiety is a kind of state anxiety that exists during their children’s education and fluctuates with changes in their children’s performance or other educational factors. When a child is removed from an educational scenario, parental educational anxiety may decrease or even disappear (Yin et al., 2022).

The American educational community defines “problem behaviors” in children and adolescents as issues with learning and interpersonal relationships, inappropriate actions and emotions, generalized emotional depression and distress, and learning-related physical symptoms (American Psychological Association, 2015; National Association of School Psychologists, 2018). Meanwhile, in China, “problem behaviors” are more generally recognized as behaviors that are abnormal for the child’s age, both in terms of severity and duration (General Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2021). Achenbach and Edelbrock (1978) divided behavioral problems into three major categories: internalizing, externalizing, and mixed behavior problems, and developed the Achenbach Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) in 1987 from these categories. Based on this, this study defines “child problem behaviors” as a variety of behaviors that are common and detrimental to the development of character and physical and mental health. These behaviors include externalizing and internalizing problem behaviors, which are non-adaptive behaviors that violate social norms, including aggression, violence, discipline issues, and other problem behaviors. Negative emotions and tendencies, including anxiety, depression, and withdrawal, accompany internalizing problem behaviors.

Several studies have shown that parents’ educational anxiety negatively impacts their children’s behaviors. This may be because such parents may be more inclined to use punitive methods rather than positive guidance and rewards to change their children’s behaviors. These parents tend to focus more on their children’s surface behaviors and lack adequate attention and support for intrinsic issues, such as emotion management (Wang and Zhou, 2022) and social skills (Beelmann and Lösel, 2021; Scharf and Mayseless, 2021). However, reasonable educational anxiety can promote children’s learning and development (Yang and Xia, 2018; Haßler et al., 2020). The key is to balance parental expectations and concerns with support and encouragement for children’s autonomous development and creativity. Based on the above discussion, the first research hypothesis of this study is proposed.

 Hypothesis 1: Parental educational anxiety affects children’s behavioral problems.





2.2 Parent–child conflict and child behavioral problems

The parent–child relationship is grounded in blood relationships and a common living environment and involves nurturing, parenting, and support (Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2020; Baucom et al., 2021). It is the most basic relationship between an individual and their family and the first interpersonal relationship to which an individual is exposed (Ling et al., 2018). Notably, the parent–child relationship reflects the degree of emotional connection between parents and their children (Furman and Buhrmester, 1985).

Most leading research on parent–child relationships outside of China are a few decades old. Authoritative academic definitions of parent–child relationships highlight different aspects of the relationship. For example, Belsky (1984) defines the relationship as “an intimate, emotional bond involving parental care, support, and encouragement of the child’s growth.” Meanwhile, Darling and Steinberg (1993) describe the parent–child relationship as a two-way interactive process that involves parental control and support of the child and the child’s responses and reactions to their parent. Baumrind (1991) established that the relationship also includes parents’ norms for and demands of their children and their responses to the behaviors exhibited by their children. These studies provide valuable insights into the importance and impact of parent–child relationships and guidance on how to improve them.

Parent–child conflict (PCC) refers to tensions, arguments, and disagreements between parents and their children, usually involving issues of behavior, expectations, values, power, and control (Laursen et al., 2021). Various factors, such as personality differences, cultural differences, educational styles, and miscommunication, may cause such conflicts. Regardless of the cause, such conflicts may profoundly impact the development and growth of children and youths, requiring appropriate interventions and solutions (Davies and Martin, 2021).

Scholars have suggested that the parent–child relationship is rooted in multiple factors, including parenting style, children’s behaviors and reactions, and the family environment. Good parent–child relationships cultivated by a positive family environment can prevent and reduce child behavioral problems (Robinson and Hoyt, 2021; Lee et al., 2022). On the other hand, poor parent–child relationships, such as those caused by parent–child conflict, can cause problem behaviors in children (Skibbe et al., 2021; Kim and Kim, 2022). These findings remind us that parents should minimize conflict with their children, improve their relationships with them, and help them develop positive emotional management and problem-solving skills to nurture their healthy development. Based on the above discussion, the second research hypothesis of this study is proposed.


Hypothesis 2: Parent–child conflict affects child behavioral problems.
 



2.3 Educational anxiety and parent–child conflict

Educational anxiety and parent–child conflict are closely related (Kim and Lee, 2022). Parents have high expectations for their children’s academic achievement and development. However, stress and anxiety are common trends in the process of reaching these expectations, causing parents to be overly demanding and critical of their children’s performances, which can increase family tensions and parent–child conflict. In addition, asymmetries between parents’ educational expectations and standards and their children’s abilities and interests may lead to conflict. Suppose a child feels they cannot meet their parents’ expectations or are forced to do something they are not interested in. In that case, they may develop negative emotions, further exacerbating parent–child conflict. A study examining the effect of parents’ educational anxiety on their children’s academic achievement showed that parents’ excessive focus on academic achievement and desire for their children to succeed academically are psychological control behaviors that may lead to educational anxiety by causing parent–child conflict (Liu X. et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2022). Therefore, parents need to be aware of their parenting styles and avoid excessive psychological control behaviors to avoid conflict with their children and youths to reduce educational anxiety.

In addition, research has shown that parent–child conflict mediates educational expectations and educational anxiety. When parents have high educational expectations for their children that do not match their children’s abilities, parent–child conflict is triggered, which can increase educational anxiety (Yin et al., 2021). Scholars have also explored the role of parent–child conflict in mediating the relationship between parenting stress and child behavior problems; specifically, they found that parents with higher parenting stress tend to have more conflicts with their children, which leads to more behavioral problems in the children (Fang et al., 2018). Additionally, researchers have reported that parent–child conflict mediates the relationship between parental attachment style and adolescent depressive symptoms (Akin, 2020). Based on the above discussion, we propose the following hypotheses.


Hypothesis 3: Educational anxiety triggers parent–child conflict.

Hypothesis 4: Parent–child conflict mediates the relationship between educational anxiety and child behavioral problems.
 



2.4 Moderating role of parenting style

In the 1960s, Baumrind (1966, 1967) introduced the most influential and far-reaching work on the dimensions of parenting styles. Specifically, based on a study in which she used naturalistic observation and interview methods to study more than 100 families with preschool-aged children, she reported that the main differences between parenting styles are reflected by two dimensions of parenting style: meeting needs and insisting on demands. The need-satisfying dimension refers to parents’ conscious efforts to foster self-discipline and self-confidence in their children by supporting their children’s behavior. The insistence dimension refers to making children comply with family elders’ decisions through orders, supervision, discipline, and punishment. Based on the differences in the intensity of these two dimensions, Baumrind identified four parenting styles: authoritative (highly demanding, highly satisfying), coddling (lacking in demand, highly satisfying), authoritarian (highly demanding, lacking in satisfaction), and neglectful (lacking in demand, dissatisfaction). This study uses Baumrind’s definition of an authoritative parent–child relationship. The authoritative type, also known as the democratic type, refers to parents who demonstrate a highly demanding parenting style—setting reasonable limits and monitoring their children’s activities and behaviors through guidelines—and a highly responsive style—nurturing their children’s sense of self-determination and individuality through warm, reasoned, and democratic communication. These parents are more likely to reason with their children or correct their behavior in supportive ways if children fail to follow their parents’ guidelines. Democratic parents balance their demands and satisfaction with those of their children to encourage their children to be independent while still complying with family rules (Baumrind, 1966, 1967, 1971). This parenting style promotes children’s autonomy and helps them to develop positive behavioral patterns.

Authoritative parenting plays a moderating role in various outcomes associated with child and adolescent development. A study found that authoritative parenting moderated the relationship between parental academic expectations and adolescent academic achievement (Wang et al., 2022). Meanwhile, another reported that authoritative parenting moderates academic self-efficacy and achievement (Hayek et al., 2022). Additionally, researchers have found that authoritative parenting moderates the relationship between cyberbullying victimization and perpetration among Pakistani children and youths (Farooq and Awan, 2021). These findings emphasize the importance of authoritative parenting for positive development. Based on the above discussion, the fifth research hypothesis of this paper is proposed.


Hypothesis 5: Authoritative parenting moderates the relationship between educational anxiety and parent–child conflict that impacts child behavioral problems.
 




3 Materials and methods


3.1 Research tools

SPSS 23.0 and AMOS 24.0 were used to process the data in this study. Reliability analysis was performed using SPSS 23.0; the total scale reliability was 0.842, which is good and reliable. Exploratory factor analysis KMO was 0.894, and KMO greater than 0.8 is considered suitable for factor analysis. Large-scale questionnaires containing the following content were created for unified data management.


3.1.1 Parental education anxiety questionnaire

The Parental Education Anxiety Questionnaire was adapted from a questionnaire compiled by Xia et al. The questionnaire includes 12 items, reaching across the six dimensions of academic anxiety, physical anxiety, safety anxiety, psychological anxiety, future anxiety, and teacher anxiety (Yin et al., 2022). This study divided nine topics into academic achievement anxiety and non-academic achievement anxiety. The questionnaire adopted a five-point Likert scoring method; the higher the total score, the higher the degree of educational anxiety. Through confirmatory factor analysis, it was found that x2/df = 6.98, RMSEA = 0.11, RMR = 0.08, NFI = 0.88, RFI = 0.83, IFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.86, and CFI = 0.90 and the internal consistency of the selected items was 0.82, indicating that the reliability and validity of the questionnaire were consistent.



3.1.2 Parent–child relationship scale

The Parent–Child Relationship Scale was adapted from the Parent–Child Relationship Scale compiled by Pianta in 1992. The Chinese version of the scale was developed after a translation and revision by Xiao et al. The scale contains 26 items divided into the three dimensions of intimacy, conflict, and dependence (Xu, 2022). This study selected all nine questions in the intimacy dimension and 12 questions in the conflict dimension. The questions in the conflict dimension were reverse-scored and then summed with the scores in the intimacy dimension. The higher the score, the better the parent–child relationship (Zu et al., 2022). This measure adopted a Likert five-point scale. The confirmatory factor analysis revealed that x2/df = 4.70, RMSEA = 0.08 (RMSEA values greater than 0.08 can be described as having moderate goodness-of-fit), RMR = 0.13, NFI = 0.84, RFI = 0.82, IFI = 0.87, TLI = 0.85, and CFI = 0.87, and the internal consistency reliability of the selected items was 0.78, indicating that the reliability of the scale meets the psychometric requirements.



3.1.3 Parental authority questionnaire

The Parental Authority Questionnaire, compiled by Buri in 1991, was revised into Chinese by Zhou et al., who confirmed its reliability and validity. The revised PAQ finally consists of 26 items, including 11 in the authority dimension, 10 in the autocracy dimension, and five in the laissez-faire dimension (Shang, 2015). This study selected five questions from the PAQ: two in the authoritative dimension and three in the authoritarian dimension. The responses to the questionnaire ranged from very different to very agreeable, based on a five-point score. Through confirmatory factor analysis, it was found that x2/df = 21.59, RMSEA = 0.20, RMR = 0.18, NFI = 0.81, RFI = 0.53, IFI = 0.82, TLI = 0.54, and CFI = 0.82, indicating that the validity of the questionnaire met the requirements of psychometrics. The reliability of internal consistency in the authoritative dimension was 0.77, and that in the authoritarian dimension was 0.48.



3.1.4 Self-administered child behavior problem scales

The CBCL scale, developed by Achenbach and Edelbrock in 1976, was revised in 1983 as the Child Behavior Scale for Parents. This scale is used to rate children’s behavioral, emotional, and social competence (Rey et al., 1992). Moreover, the scale is widely revised and used by Chinese authors (Huang et al., 2022b). In our study, the self-made Child Behavior Problem Scale was subjected to a validated factor analysis, RMR = 0.09, NFI = 0.94, IFI = 0.94, CFI = 0.94, GFI = 0.96, AGFI = 0.89, Root Mean Square Residual (RMR) <0.1, Normed Fit Index (NFI) >0.9, Incremental Fit Index (IFI) >0.9, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) > 0.9, Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI) > 0.9, Adjusted Goodness-of-Fit Index (AGFI) close to 0.9, and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) close to 0.9. The scale meets the validity requirements of psychometrics. The self-administered behavioral scales in this study refer to the Achenbach Child Behavior Scale (CBCL).




3.2 Research object

The participants in this survey were parents of students (children and youth aged 6–18 years) in Hubei Province. We divided them into three groups according to their children’s school age. A total of 10,441 questionnaires were collected. A true understanding of the problems in home education and parents’ confusion in home education is a prerequisite for providing targeted advice and assistance to parents. Based on this starting point, we conducted a more comprehensive analysis of the administrative planning of Hubei Province and thoroughly pre-planned the representativeness of the sample. In addition, it was estimated that a large sample provides more analyzable space for our study as the problems faced by families in different geographical areas may not be identical. Therefore, to create a sample representative of Hubei Province, the sample extended across all cities and states in Hubei Province, radiating to both rural and urban areas. To conduct the survey, we first selected schools based on their distribution across Hubei Province—specifically, we selected primary and secondary rural and urban schools that were representative of the southeast, northwest, and north of the province. We then contacted teachers in the selected schools and, through the teachers, created balanced samples of students and parents in all grades. Next, we asked each teacher to encourage approximately 300 parents to complete the questionnaire. The parents completed the questionnaires online. The characteristics of the sample are listed in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Basic information derived from the sample.
[image: Table displaying demographic statistics with categories: Location, Father's highest level of education, Annual household income, Identity, Mother's highest level of education, Marital status, and Number of children. Each category lists options with corresponding percentages. For example, 47.28% live in a city; 44.76% have fathers with junior high school education; 34.63% have an annual household income below 50,000 yuan; 70.81% identify mothers as primary caregivers; and 90.71% are married.]



3.3 Data object

SPSS23.0 and AMOS23.0 were used to analyze the data. SPSS23.0 was used for conducting descriptive statistical analysis and the PROCESS macro program was used to test the mediating and moderating effects. After the normality test, it was found that the skewness value of educational anxiety data = 0.071 (standard error 0.105), Z-score = 0.671, kurtosis value = 0.127 (standard error = 0.210), and Z-score = 0.666. The Z-score were all between ±1.96, which conformed to the normal distribution. This study establishes a model with educational anxiety as the independent variable, child behavioral problems as the dependent variable, parent–child conflict as the mediating variable, and authoritative parenting style as the moderating variable to explore the relationship between authoritative parenting style, educational anxiety, parent–child conflict, and child behavioral problems.




4 Results

This study utilized anonymous measurements, reversed scores on certain items, and employed other measures to account for common method deviations. Harman’s single-factor test was used to test the common method deviations of the collected data. Six factors with characteristic roots greater than one were extracted from the rotational exploratory factor analysis results, and the maximum factor variance explanation rate was 23.97%. More than one factor had a characteristic root greater than 1, and the maximum factor variance was less than 40%; therefore, there was no serious common method deviation.

Table 2 shows that the average parent–child relationship score was 4.32. Taking the theoretical median of 3.5 as the reference point, the single sample T-test showed a significant difference between the parent–child relationship score and the median (t = 86.447, p < 0.001), indicating that the parent–child relationship was significantly higher than the theoretical median level. Average intimacy was 4.41 (t = 99.984, p < 0.001) and average conflict was 2.74 (t = −81.911, p < 0.001), indicating that most parent–child relationships are more intimate than conflictual. Regarding educational anxiety, the average value was 2.91. Taking the theoretical median value of 3 as the reference point, the single sample T-test showed a significant difference between the educational anxiety score and the theoretical median value (t = −11.902, p < 0.001), indicating that overall educational anxiety was significantly lower than the theoretical median value.



TABLE 2 Educational anxiety, parent–child relationship, and child behavioral problems.
[image: Table showing various psychological factors with their minimum, maximum, average values, standard deviations, theoretical medians, and T-values. Factors include parenthood, intimacy, conflict, educational anxiety, and others, with significant T-tests marked by asterisks indicating p-values less than 0.05, 0.01, and 0.001.]

Moreover, the standard deviation of 0.75 showed that the level of educational anxiety was discrete; that is, the level of educational anxiety significantly varied. The average academic achievement anxiety was 3.28, significantly higher than the theoretical median (t = 31.186, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, the average non-academic achievement anxiety was 2.62, significantly lower than the theoretical median (t = −49.138, p < 0.001). These results suggest that parents were concerned about their children’s achievements and had educational anxiety. The average score for child behavioral problems was significantly lower than the theoretical median (t = −95.174, p < 0.001), suggesting that the participants did not have children with very serious behavioral problems. The authoritative parenting style was significantly higher than the theoretical median (t = −80.938, p < 0.001), indicating that most participants had authoritative parenting styles (Table 2).

Statistical analysis revealed that child’s age was significantly correlated only with the parent–child relationship, which showed a low level of slippage as the child’s age increased (r = −0.05, p < 0.001). There was no significant correlation between age and educational anxiety, children’s behavioral problems, and the level of parental authority in parenting; that is, parental educational anxiety, children’s behavioral problems, and the level of parental authority are not subject to change with the child’s age.

However, there were significant differences in parents’ educational anxiety, parent–child relationship, children’s behavioral problems, and the degree of authoritative parenting received with regard to children’s place of residence. Urban children were significantly better than rural students in terms of parent–child relationship (t = 4.88, df = 7,843, p < 0.001), the degree of authoritative parenting received (t = 3.54, df = 10,436, p < 0.001), and closeness to their parents (t = 3.94, df = 10,436, p < 0.001). Rural students were significantly better than urban students in terms of educational anxiety in academics (t = −7.94, df = 10,436, p < 0.001), non-academic dimensions (t = −8.84, df = 10,436, p < 0.001), conflict with parents (t = −3.70, df = 10,436, p < 0.001), and problematic behaviors (t = 5.52, df = 10,436, p < 0.001).

We selected samples of parents from different places and age groups to study the representativeness of the samples. A present, in various regions of China, students of different ages have very similar problems. They face significant pressure to study from their parents. This situation is especially prominent in non-urban than urban regions, and this study explored the impact of such a dysfunctional parent–child relationship on children and suggested ways to cope with it.


4.1 Correlation between educational anxiety, parent–child relationship, and child behavioral problems

A Pearson correlation analysis showed that educational anxiety, the parent–child relationship, and child behavioral problems were correlated in pairs. The correlation coefficient between educational anxiety and the parent–child relationship is −0.278**, and the correlation coefficient between educational anxiety and child behavioral problems is 0.277**, indicating that educational anxiety was positively correlated with child behavioral problems; this validates Hypothesis 1—that is, it establishes that parental educational anxiety affects the behavioral problems of primary and secondary school students. Further, we also found that educational anxiety is negatively correlated with parent–child relationships; this validates Hypothesis 2—that is, it confirms that parental educational anxiety affects the quality of primary and secondary school students’ relationships with their parents. Meanwhile, the correlation coefficient between the parent–child relationship and child behavioral problems is −0.547**, indicating that the parent–child relationship is negatively correlated with child behavioral problems.



4.2 Correlations between education anxiety, parent–child relationship, and child behavioral problems across different dimensions

A Pearson’s correlation analysis showed that the correlation coefficients for each dimension of educational anxiety and child behavioral problems were 0.241** and 0.244**, respectively, revealing a significant positive correlation between each dimension of educational anxiety and child behavioral problems. The correlation coefficient between the intimacy dimension of the parent–child relationship and child behavioral problems was −0.173**, showing a significant negative correlation between these factors. The correlation coefficient between the conflict dimension of the parent–child relationship and child behavioral problems was 0.613**, showing a significant and close positive correlation between these factors; this validates Hypothesis 3—that is, it reveals that parent–child conflict can trigger behavioral problems in children. The correlation coefficients between each dimension of educational anxiety and the intimacy dimension of the parent–child relationship were − 0.073** and − 0.050**, respectively, indicating weak negative correlations. The correlation coefficients of each dimension of educational anxiety and the conflict dimension of the parent–child relationships were 0.255** and 0.233**, respectively, showing a significant positive correlation between these factors (Table 3).



TABLE 3 Correlations among educational anxiety, parent–child relationship, and child behavioral problems.
[image: A correlation table showing relationships among seven variables: education anxiety, academic anxiety, non-academic achievement anxiety, parent-child relationship, intimacy, conflict, and child behavioral problems. Significant correlations are highlighted with asterisks, indicating significance levels: one asterisk for p < 0.05, two for p < 0.01, and three for p < 0.001. Notable positive correlations include education and academic anxiety (0.868), while negative correlations include conflict and intimacy (-0.845).]



4.3 Testing the mediating effect of parent–child relationships

In this study, Model 4 in the PROCESS macro program was used to test the mediating effect of parent–child conflict in the relationship between educational anxiety and child behavioral problems. As Table 4 shows, educational anxiety significantly positively predicted child behavioral problems (β = 0.352, p < 0.001), indicating that the greater the parents’ educational anxiety, the more serious the child’s behavioral problems are likely to be. Educational anxiety significantly positively predicted conflict (β = 0.342, p < 0.001), indicating that the greater the parents’ educational anxiety, the greater the conflict between parents and children; this validates Hypothesis 4—that is, it shows that conflictual parent–child relationships mediate the association between educational anxiety and child behavior problems. When educational anxiety and parent–child conflict simultaneously predicted child behavioral problems, they both significantly positively predicted them (β = 0.145, p < 0.001, β = 0.605, p < 0.001), indicating that conflict strongly influences child behavioral problems when educational anxiety and parent–child conflict co-exist.



TABLE 4 The mediating effect of conflict between educational anxiety and child behavioral problems.
[image: Table showing the relationship between outcome and predictor variables. For child behavioral problems with educational anxiety: R = 0.292, R² = 0.085, F = 121.278, B = 0.352, Se = 0.013, T = 28.08. For conflict with educational anxiety: R = 0.284, R² = 0.08, F = 114.006, B = 0.342, Se = 0.012, T = 28.513. For child behavioral problems with conflict: R = 0.626, R² = 0.391, F = 744.774, B = 0.145, Se = 0.011, T = 13.679. For conflict with conflict: R = 0.605, B = 0.605, Se = 0.008, T = 72.422. Asterisks denote significance: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.]

Furthermore, the bootstrap program method was used to test the mediating effect of conflict between educational anxiety and child behavioral problems. The number of repeated random samplings of bootstrap samples was set to 5,000 times. As shown in Table 5, the direct effect value of educational anxiety on child behavioral problems is 0.145, and the 95% confidence interval is [0.125, 0.166], indicating that the direct effect is significant. The mediating effect of conflict between educational anxiety and child behavioral problems was 0.207, and the 95% confidence interval was [0.189, 0.226], with an effect size of 0.59, which showed that the mediating effect of parent–child conflict was significant. Therefore, parent–child conflict partially mediates the relationship between educational anxiety and child behavioral problems. This suggests that while educational anxiety can directly affect child behavioral problems, it can also affect them through parent–child conflicts.



TABLE 5 Decomposition table of total effect, direct effect, and intermediary effect.
[image: Table displaying effects analysis with five columns: Effect, BootSE, t, BootLLCI, and BootULCI. Three rows detail Total, Direct, and Indirect effects. Total effect: 0.352, significant at p<0.001, with a BootSE of 0.013, t-value of 28.080, BootLLCI of 0.328, and BootULCI of 0.377. Direct effect: 0.145, significant at p<0.001, with a BootSE of 0.011, t-value of 13.679, BootLLCI of 0.125, and BootULCI of 0.166. Indirect effect: 0.207, with a BootSE of 0.009, BootLLCI of 0.189, and BootULCI of 0.226.]



4.4 An adjusted mediating effect test

Model 7 (adjusted for the first half of the mediation) in the PROCESS macro program was used to test the mediated effect. As Table 6 shows, educational anxiety has a significant moderation effect on parent–child conflict (β = 0.335, p < 0.001), authoritative parenting style has a significant negative predictive effect on conflict (β = 0.072, p < 0.001), and the interaction between educational anxiety and authoritative parenting style has a significant predictive effect on conflict (β = 0.053, p < 0.001). To clarify the essence of the interaction between educational anxiety and authoritative parenting style, authoritative parenting style was divided into high and low groups according to a standard deviation of plus or minus one, and the influence of educational anxiety on conflict at different levels of authoritative parenting style was investigated using a simple slope test. As Figure 1 shows, a low level of authoritative parenting (M-1SD) had a significant moderation effect on child behavioral problems (simple slope = 0.274, t = 16.676, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, a high level of authoritative parenting style (M + 1SD) had a significant moderation effect on child behavioral problems (simple slope = 0.396, t = 25.021, p < 0.001); this confirms Hypothesis 5—that is, it evidences that parenting styles play a moderating role in the relationship between parental educational anxiety and parent–child conflict; accordingly, parenting styles consequently affect how this relationship shapes child behavioral problems (Figure 2). Although the moderation effect of educational anxiety on conflict continues to increase as the authoritative parenting style improves, the level of parent–child conflict decreases, suggesting that authoritative parenting can weaken the moderation effect of educational anxiety on parent–child conflict. Table 7 shows the results of further testing of the moderating effect of authoritative parenting style, revealing the influence of educational anxiety on child behavioral problems through parent–child conflict and the confidence interval. The mediating model constructed in this study holds an effect size of 0.22 (index = −0.032, bootstrap = 0.008, 95% CI = [0.016, 0.049]) (Table 6).



TABLE 6 Adjustment effect test.
[image: A regression table displaying variables related to conflict, including coefficients (B), standard errors (Se), t-values (T), and lower and upper confidence intervals (Llci, Ulci). Significant values are indicated by asterisks, where asterisks denote levels of significance: one for p < 0.05, two for p < 0.01, and three for p < 0.001. Key variables include income, educational anxiety, and authoritative type, among others.]

[image: Line graph showing the relationship between educational anxiety and parent-child conflict. The y-axis represents parent-child conflict levels, ranging from 2.0 to 3.2. Two lines depict low and high educational anxiety: the blue line for Low(M-1SD) and the orange line for High(M+1SD). Both lines show an increase in conflict as educational anxiety moves from low to high.]

FIGURE 1
 Moderating effect of an authoritative parenting style on the relationship between educational anxiety and parent–child conflict.


[image: Flowchart illustrating the relationships between four concepts: "Authoritative upbringing," "Educational anxiety," "Conflict," and "Children's behavior problems." Arrows indicate causation with numerical values: Authoritative upbringing to Conflict (0.053), Educational anxiety to Conflict (0.342), Conflict to Children's behavior problems (0.605), and Educational anxiety to Children's behavior problems (0.145, 0.352).]

FIGURE 2
 Research model diagram.




TABLE 7 Mediating effect of regulation.
[image: Table displaying data for different authoritative types. For type -1.145: Effect 0.166, BootSE 0.013, BootLLCI 0.141, BootULCI 0.191. For type 0: Effect 0.203, BootSE 0.009, BootLLCI 0.186, BootULCI 0.221. For type 1.145: Effect 0.240, BootSE 0.013, BootLLCI 0.214, BootULCI 0.266. For regulated intermediary: Effect 0.032, BootSE 0.008, BootLLCI 0.016, BootULCI 0.049.]




5 Discussion

In China, regardless of the age or location of students, the primary pressure they face at home is academic achievement, and the source is their parents (Hong and Liu, 2021). This study revealed the influence of educational anxiety on child behavioral problems. After adding parent–child conflict as an intermediary variable, it was found that educational anxiety not only directly affects child behavioral problems but also indirectly affects them by increasing parent–child conflict, which partially mediates their relationship.

First, the complex relationships among educational anxiety, the parent–child relationship, and child behavioral problems reveal the current state of family education in China. Most parents attach excessive importance to their children’s academic performance (Liu G. et al., 2021; Chang et al., 2022); parents place their children’s academic performance as second in importance only to their health. Because many Chinese parents rigidly require their children to perform well academically, their children’s lives are centered on studying and are, therefore, very monotonous. When parents pass their educational anxiety on to their children, their children may experience much pressure and accordingly evaluate themselves and others based on their academic performance. Children without strong learning abilities who grow up in such an environment often feel relatively high levels of anxiety and discomfort. They may not feel that they are loved within their families. Second, the higher the parents’ educational anxiety for their children, the higher their educational requirements for their children, which increases the likelihood of creating a depressed family environment and putting children under more pressure. Eventually, these trends worsen the parent–child relationship, increase parent–child conflict, and restrict the child’s development, increasing the likelihood that the child will have behavioral problems (Liu G. et al., 2021). Finally, good parent–child relationships have a long-term protective effect on child development. Authoritative parenting mediates this effect; children who grow up in a family with a positive approach to education have fewer conflicts with their parents and are less prone to behavioral problems (Yu, 2010).

These findings closely relate to China’s current educational context and family education atmosphere, which may differ in other countries. First, it is notable that China has a large population, which has created intense competition for limited resources. In the Chinese context, individuals have been brought up with the idea that parents are the first persons responsible for their children’s poor educational outcomes and that their biggest failure is their own (Xia, 2016). Thus, parents feel responsible for their children’s development and may become frustrated if their children are poorly educated. Therefore, it is not surprising that most families in China today expend great efforts to educate their children (Yu et al., 2022).

Further, the average fertility rate of a family in China is currently under 2, which means that very few families have more than two children. The social phenomenon of childlessness determines that parents only have one chance to raise their children and do not want to see their children fail. This is one of the reasons for the serious educational anxiety behavior of Chinese parents. Additionally, the double educational elimination mechanism of the midterm and college entrance exams may cause Chinese parents to feel highly anxious about their children’s educational success. If a child fails the Secondary School Examination, they will have to work as a manual laborer and lead a hard life. If a child fails the College entrance examination, they will have no competitive edge and will not be able to find a well-paid job (Sun, 2022). China’s highly competitive environment may put more pressure on parents to ensure their children are well-educated, and the anxieties related to these pressures may be passed on to their children. When parents pass their educational anxiety directly to their children, tensions can emerge in the parent–child relationship, increasing the likelihood of child behavioral problems.

Meanwhile, in countries without double educational elimination mechanisms, children may not be educationally differentiated until the university level, when they will be adults who can take responsibility for their behaviors. In such contexts, parental educational anxiety may be less intense than that observed in China. Accordingly, the process revealed in this study may not be so apparent in other cultural environments. However, because parents are naturally caught up in their children’s education by virtue of raising them, they will always have some degree of anxiety about their children’s education. Therefore, this study’s finding that the education sector can improve children’s and parent’s health and strengthen their mutual harmony by providing adequate support to parents may also be applicable in these other contexts.

The results of this study also underscore that parents should provide their children with care, understanding, support, encouragement, a suitable living environment, appropriate educational methods, and positive parenting styles. Excessive anxiety and parent–child conflicts are not conducive to healthy child development. However, there are some existing barriers to this work. Brown and Brenner’s ecosystem theory (Strauss, 2021), mentioned in the introduction, maintains that an environment has a significant influence on individual development—specifically, the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and ephemeral system all influence individual development to different degrees. Considering the family educational problems in Hubei Province, the ecosystem theory suggests that we can make efforts in the following aspects. First, at the macrosystem level, we should update existing conceptions of a “successful” parent. Many parents still educate their children according to traditional methods, believing that if their children’s academic performance is excellent, nothing else requires attention—as a result, elements such as child mental health, parent–child communication, and interpersonal interactions are often neglected.

Parental leadership at the socio-cultural level is necessary. Second, at the exosystem level, the education sector should better support family education. Parents’ attitudes toward their parenting and effort levels are both exosystemic factors. Chinese parents want to guide their children’s education but also want to be guided in this work themselves. Notably, they are impatient and always hope for a one-time cure for all problems. The education department can help parents shape their children’s education by offering systematic support and targeted guidance. Third, children’s education should be actively promoted at the mesosystemic level. Effective cooperation among multiple microsystems can result in positive interactions with negative outcomes. A student’s frustration with learning in school, coupled with their parents’ scolding at home, is a classic negative interaction that can only worsen the problem. The student’s frustration in learning can be supported by warmth from their family, which can solve their behavioral problems. Fourth, at the microsystem level, guidance for children should be implemented. Families and schools are the microsystems where elementary, junior high, and secondary school students live. How parents interact with their children directly affects the atmosphere of the family system and children’s growth. When parents encourage each other in their roles in child-rearing, each one will parent more effectively. Further, when parents and children encourage each other, and teachers and students support each other, the microsystems of children’s lives are healthier.

Today, schools offer guidance by means of traditional forms of family education through home visits and parent–teacher conferences; however, it is not enough to rely solely on traditional schools to guide family education. The sampling survey and quantitative evaluation conclusions suggest that a family education guidance system could be rebuilt based on the following aspects.


5.1 Effective social supply

First, community family education service sites should be established. This study found that most parents’ problems include not knowing how to raise their children, the conflict between maternal and paternal approaches, intergenerational differences in family education, and shortcomings in the child’s psychology. By setting up community family education service sites and organizing regular parent exchange meetings, parents of different age groups can share their experiences with raising their children, learn from each other’s experiences, and continuously improve their educational methods (Liu et al., 2022). Individualized activities should also be offered for families with different needs to provide them with one-on-one counseling. For example, families with intergenerational differences in family education could be offered family education guidance services to help them better understand their children and effectively co-parent; families with conflicting educational concepts could be provided with professional guidance on different parenting styles suitable for their children’s physical and mental characteristics to avoid conflicts between parents (which can affect parent–child relationships) and create a good family atmosphere.

Second, a platform for quality learning resources should be created. The data from this study show that most parents pay attention to their children’s educational information, which indicates that most parents have an awareness of learning and self-improvement. Therefore, a platform that offers data on family education services should be created to ensure that parents can personalize their learning in a targeted manner. Such a platform could use big data to provide guidance and resources according to the family environment, the child’s personality, age, and other characteristics to ensure that parents can efficiently carry out personalized learning (Hu and Wang, 2022). This study found that parents in Hubei Province had relatively low levels of education; therefore, providing parents with quality learning resources can help them understand the characteristics and rules of their children’s physical and mental development and thus better promote their children’s growth.

Finally, a professional team for family education guidance services should be established. Moreover, resources should be invested in developing family education research; this work must notably consider different historical and cultural characteristics and realities, the hotspots and difficult problems common to family education, and the outstanding guidance needs of special families (Dou and Qiao, 2023). This quality tripartite for family education guidance service is necessary for healthy child development.



5.2 Schools as the main source of guidance services

This study found that schools are considered the main body of family education guidance. Parents want to jointly and equally participate with schools and teachers to support their children’s education. Schools’ normative and professional nature may make family educational services more attractive to parents and society. Therefore, schools should actively provide targeted family education guidance services as needed. They should consider the diversity and specificity of family development, understand the composition of students and parents in schools, and provide individualized guidance for different types of families (Liang and Bian, 2022).

First, schools should encourage parental involvement in classroom activities. This study found that parental absence is a part of family education. Parental presence is important for children’s growth, and schools should keep abreast of parental presence in each family, strengthen equal cooperation between home and school, actively carry out class activities, encourage fathers to participate in increasing father–child interaction, and help children to be responsible for their learning. Regarding schools’ roles in increasing father–child interactions, schools could, for instance, encourage students to write monthly letters to their fathers in which they may write about their feelings, offer gratitude to their fathers, discuss their disagreements with or misunderstandings of their father, or ask for help. Schools can also encourage fathers to respond to these letters.

Second, schools should train teachers in family education. Teachers have the most frequent contact with and knowledge of their students’ families; therefore, they critically possess the core competencies needed to carry out educational guidance. Teachers’ competencies in family education guidance services do not come naturally but are acquired and enhanced through various targeted training and practices. Especially in pre-service education, there are few courses related to family education in teacher training colleges and universities, so there is a greater need to strengthen long-term training for schoolteachers, especially school leaders, classroom teachers, mental health teachers, and other key family education instructors and school administrators in the post-service period (Yang and Zeng, 2022).

Finally, school and community collaboration is essential. School services for family education are in their infancy in China, and it is difficult to rely on schoolteachers and internal resources alone to make a difference in the face of parents’ diverse needs and the highly specialized nature of family education guidance services. Therefore, schools must broaden their thinking, use social forces, and coordinate resources and support from all sides. On the one hand, they should integrate the resources of family education guidance services established by social organizations, such as women’s federations, and establish effective cooperation mechanisms with family education guidance centers in their regions and parent schools in their communities. On the other hand, the resources of social and professional organizations and professional institutions should be integrated to guide parents through purchasing services and conducting cooperative research to ensure the quality of family education guidance services and to broaden the types of family education guidance services (Bian et al., 2021). The government should also establish an effective mechanism for cooperation with schools.



5.3 Breaking through family dilemmas

The study’s results suggest that a strong family education guidance system would be needed to break through family dilemmas. First, the system should help families create a good family atmosphere. This study found that only a small number of parents thought that their children were receiving a good family education; most of them felt that they might need more social support from their schools to realize an ideal level of family education and an ideal atmosphere in which their children could be educated at home. Therefore, when providing family education guidance services, it is necessary to provide more social support and actively help parents create a positive family atmosphere.

Second, it will also be important to increase Parent–child intimacy through emotional companionship. On the one hand, parents should be more involved in their children’s daily activities, understand their children’s emotional needs, and take them to parent–child activities and sports activities as much as possible so that their children can feel their love and care. On the other hand, the government and community should promote theoretical knowledge and practical training on parental emotional support in family education. Parents with low income and education levels should be given more support and assistance, especially in rural areas. Family guidance can be flexibly used by parents with educational experience.

Finally, appropriate parenting styles can improve parent–child conflict. This study found that children who grew up with positive family values had fewer parent–child conflicts and were less likely to have behavioral problems. An authoritative parenting style can actively create an atmosphere of love, respect, and equality for their children and minimize such conflicts; therefore, parents should consider adopting this style. Parents should also keep abreast of national policies, establish correct educational concepts, reduce anxiety, and calmly communicate with their children. At the same time, parents should be offered guidelines on restricting and supervising their children’s activities and behaviors to prevent them from developing behavioral problems. Children’s sense of self-determination and individuality should be nurtured through warm, reasoned, and democratic communication to promote healthy development. Family education supply and demand should match, and the supply of family education guidance services should respond to the demand for family education guidance in a modernized context. It will be necessary to fully consider children’s learning needs and characteristics and provide targeted educational services. Families, schools, the government, and society should work together to build a family education guidance service system so that children can grow up well in an ideal family.



5.4 Contributions

This study contributes to existing knowledge through its research method, sample quantity, sample quality, breadth and depth, and practical value. First, this was a mixed qualitative and quantitative study. We used qualitative interviews to discover the real problems in Chinese family education and then used quantitative methods to reveal the average level and the relationship between various variables—the research both came from life and applied to life. Second, this study had a large sample size, showing the current family education situation in Hubei Province. Studying the demand for family education in the province and the current situation provides empirical support for best practices for family education in Hubei Province. Specifically, it yields practical suggestions and countermeasures to improve family education: country, society, and family.



5.5 Directions for future research

Research on the status of family education should move away from the self-statement scale approach. Regarding the current situation of family education, a direct questionnaire survey of parents may clarify results that may have been distorted due to various factors like social factors. Furthermore, interviews with children, teachers, and other stakeholders can deepen our understanding of family education.
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Introduction: This article presents the findings of an experimental study aimed at investigating the impact of coercive and assertive communication on children’s emotional responses and behavioral tendencies within parent–child interactions.
Methods: The study tested four hypotheses related to children’s feelings, personalization bias, the need to express their point of view, and the desire to retreat to their room alone. Short audio stimuli recorded by a female assistant, representing a mother addressing her child, were utilized to create five different communication situations. The experimental procedure involved participants listening to the audio stimuli and answering related questions. The study included 123 participants between the ages of 9 and 13, with an equal gender distribution.
Results: The results of One-Way ANOVA tests indicated significant differences among the four types of communication in terms of unpleasant feelings, personalization bias, listening to a personal point of view, and retreating into a personal room. The findings suggest that coercive communication elicited more negative emotional responses and stronger tendencies toward personalization bias, expressing personal opinions, and seeking solitude compared to assertive communication.
Discussion: The implications of these findings highlight the importance of promoting positive and respectful communication strategies in parent–child relationships to foster children’s emotional well-being and healthy behavioral development.
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1 Introduction

Scientific literature has already pointed out, through traditional theories, that coercitive parenting in communication does not support healthy emotional outcomes or prosocial behaviors. Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (Bandura and Walters, 1963) indicates that coercive communication modeled by parents may lead to the internalization of aggressive communication patterns by children. Attachment Theory, developed by Bowlby (1978) shows that harsh or critical communication may undermine the sense of security and trust in the parent–child relationship. Patterson’s Coercion Theory (Patterson, 2016) shows that coercive communication cycles, where negative interactions escalate, may contribute to ongoing behavioral challenges in children. The Transactional Model of Development (Sameroff, 2009) indicates that parents using coercive communication may engage in negative transactions, fostering an unhealthy communication climate. In addition, parents using coercive communication may experience increased conflict with their children, impacting the overall quality of the parent–child relationship (Marici, 2015a). From the perspective of Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 2008), coercive communication may hinder the development of a supportive and autonomy-promoting family environment. The Cognitive-Behavioral Model (Carter et al., 2008) suggests that children exposed to coercive communication may develop negative thought patterns and beliefs about themselves and their relationships.

The study is focused on investigating the effect of shouting, negative personality references, ordering, threatening with punishment or being assertive and polite on feeling unpleasant, personalization bias, the need to express one’s personal point of view regarding the issue under discussion or the need to retreat in their room alone. The activity of doing chores was chosen as a pretext, or one action from many other possibilities, in order to investigate the parent–child interactions, as it is very common and parents demand doing chores on a daily basis.



2 Raised voice

A raised voice, negative personality reference (“You stupid!,” “You never do your job”), ordering, or threatening are all related concepts that fall into the category of psychological control. There are few studies on the tone of voice of mothers, with this concept generally being incorporated into the concept of “psychological control” or synonymous concepts. A raised voice is a disturbing factor for children, as well as for other categories of people such as partners in a couple, workers, or even in counseling. Studies show that even animals react to harsh tones, and scientists mention “emotional contagion’ as a kind of mirroring of emotions (Maigrot et al., 2022).

The human voice is a critical social cue, and listeners are extremely sensitive to the voices in their environment’ (Abrams et al., 2016, p. 6295). Even from a young age, infants exhibit nonnutritive sucking behavior when hearing their mother’s voice with normal intonation, compared to when she speaks without the prosodic and intonation aspects of normal speech (Mehler et al., 1978). At infancy, the mother’s voice serves as a non-noxious intervention with positive effects on care and child development (Provenzi et al., 2018). As children reach around the age of 13, their brains shift focus from familiar voices, like their mothers’, to new and unfamiliar ones, preparing them for eventual separation from their parents (Abrams et al., 2016). An autonomy-supportive and motivating tone of voice in adolescents is positively related to emotions, closeness, and intentional behavioral engagement, whereas a controlling tone is associated with the opposite reactions (Weinstein et al., 2019).

A controlling tone is associated with less positive personal and interpersonal outcomes, such as perceived choice, lack of perceived pressure, well-being, closeness to people, and prosocial behaviors. An autonomy-supportive tone serves as a motivating factor in communication (Weinstein et al., 2018). The use of harsh verbal discipline (including tone of voice, but not limited to it) by both mothers and fathers toward their 13-year-old children has been found to be a significant predictor of an escalation in adolescent conduct problems and depressive symptoms between the ages of 13 and 14 (Wang and Kenny, 2014).



3 Negative personality references

Negative personality references, as defined by parental statements attributing negative or positive personality traits to children based on their actions, can have detrimental effects on children’s psychological well-being. These references are influenced by the social norms of various social groups, and disobedience of these norms can result in punishments. Labeling theory posits that individuals are labeled as deviant or wrong when their behavior is recognized as such by others (Hagan, 1973). However, Becker (1963) suggests that an increase in labeling leads to an increase in deviance among children. Negative personality references might occur in the contexts of parental aggressions, bullying or verbal abuse.

According to the study conducted by Johnson et al., 2001, there was compelling evidence indicating that individuals who encountered maternal verbal aggression in their childhood had a more than threefold increased likelihood of developing borderline, narcissistic, obsessive-compulsive, and paranoid personality disorders during their adolescence or early adulthood. According to Zhang’s research in Zhang (1997), the way young individuals perceive the labels assigned to them by their parents can generate emotions of social rejection or isolation. The youth tend to feel isolated from the individuals who assigned the labels. In other words, if parents label them, they experience a sense of isolation from their parents.

The labeling theory posits that the labels assigned to children influence their self-perception and behavior as they internalize and conform to the associated expectations (Becker, 1963). This process aligns closely with the concept of self-fulfilling prophecy, where the labels assigned to children can manifest as reality as their behavior aligns with the expectations associated with the labels (Merton, 1948). Moreover, the theory of stereotype threat highlights how negative stereotypes linked to a child’s social group can impede their performance and behavior due to the fear of confirming those stereotypes (Steele and Aronson, 1995). These processes are influenced by social identity theory, which asserts that children’s self-concept and behavior are shaped by the labels associated with their social groups, thereby impacting their interactions and sense of identity (Tajfel et al., 1979). Finally, symbolic interactionism emphasizes that labels assigned to children are socially constructed through interactions, shaping their self-concept and subsequent interactions with others (Blumer, 1986). Collectively, these theoretical perspectives provide valuable insights into how labeling influences children’s experiences, self-perception, and behavior within social contexts.



4 Ordering children to comply

Authoritarian parenting styles play a crucial role in shaping a child’s psychological development. While setting expectations and fostering discipline are essential aspects of child rearing, demanding harshly from children can have adverse effects on their psychological dynamics (Trifan et al., 2014).

Demanding harshly from children can also lead to a reduction in positive emotions (Hecker et al., 2016). When children constantly face criticism and pressure, their ability to experience joy, happiness, and positive emotions may be hindered. This can result in a diminished sense of overall well-being and a negative emotional state.

Demanding harshly from children can contribute to negative self-perception and a distorted self-image. Children may internalize the belief that they are inherently flawed or inadequate, leading to negative self-talk and low self-esteem. These negative self-perceptions can reinforce personalization bias, as children are more likely to attribute negative outcomes solely to themselves rather than considering external factors (Marici, 2015a). This self-blame can contribute to personalization bias, where children excessively attribute negative events to themselves (Marici et al., 2023).

Demanding harshly from children can have detrimental effects on their need to be listened to, as children suppress their emotions (Cameron and Overall, 2018). It suppresses their expression and inhibits their ability to assert their needs and preferences. Children may feel a diminished sense of agency and perceive themselves as passive recipients of directives. Communication barriers may arise, hindering their ability to openly communicate and share their experiences. Trust and emotional safety within the parent–child relationship can be eroded, causing children to hesitate in expressing themselves due to fear of negative reactions.

Harsh demands directed at children can foster the development of avoidance or withdrawal behaviors, as the children may develop fear toward their parents (Pérez et al., 2021). Children may withdraw socially, avoiding interactions and situations where they fear judgment or criticism. The fear of failure and the erosion of self-confidence can further contribute to retreating. Harsh parenting practices hinder the development of social skills, limiting children’s ability to initiate conversations and form connections. The emotional consequences include increased anxiety, shame, and low self-esteem (Marici et al., 2023). It is crucial for parents and caregivers to recognize the impact of their actions and create a supportive environment. Constructive feedback, nurturing, and emotional safety can help mitigate retreating behaviors and encourage children to confidently engage in social interactions and personal growth.



5 Threatening with punishment

The effect of threatening children with punishment, a disciplinary strategy often employed by parents and caregivers, has been a subject of investigation in psychological research. Threats of punishment can have several effects on children’s behavior and well-being.

Threatening children with punishment can elicit fear and anxiety, as it creates an aversive and unpredictable environment. This can lead to negative emotional and psychological consequences, such as increased stress levels, reduced self-esteem, and a strained parent–child relationship (Gershoff, 2013). The fear induced by punishment threats may also hinder children’s cognitive functioning and impair their ability to learn and problem-solve effectively (Skinner and Belmont, 1993). Moreover, the use of punishment threats can shape children’s behavior through external compliance rather than internalization of values and morals (Marici, 2015a,b). Children may comply with the desired behavior to avoid punishment rather than understanding the reasons behind the rules. This can inhibit the development of self-regulation skills and the internalization of appropriate social norms (Grusec and Goodnow, 1994). Additionally, threatening children with punishment may foster a punitive and hostile family climate, where negative interactions and power dynamics prevail. This can negatively impact the parent–child relationship, leading to reduced trust, communication difficulties, and an erosion of emotional connection (Larzelere et al., 2004; Turliuc and Marici, 2013a). Children may become more resistant, defiant, or withdrawn in response to frequent punishment threats.

When children are consistently threatened with punishment, the experience of fear and anxiety may lead them to seek a place of safety or solitude, often their own room (Hudson and Rapee, 2001). Threatening children with punishment can lead to their withdrawal behaviors, such as retreating to their room (Masten and Cicchetti, 2010). This response is driven by the fear and anxiety induced by consistent punishment threats (Crick and Dodge, 1994). Children may seek their room as a place of safety and solitude, distancing themselves from the perceived threat. Withdrawing to their room can serve as a protective mechanism and a form of avoidance to avoid further conflict. While it may provide temporary relief and a chance to regulate emotions, excessive withdrawal can hinder social development.

When children are repeatedly threatened with punishment, they may begin to perceive themselves as inherently flawed or responsible for negative events (Dunsmore and Halberstadt, 1997). This bias can lead to negative self-perceptions, low self-esteem, and a heightened sense of guilt or shame. The fear and anxiety induced by punishment threats can amplify this personalization bias, reinforcing the belief that they are the cause of negative outcomes. Threatening children with punishment has been found to be linked to the occurrence of the personalization bias, whereby individuals interpret events as specifically targeted toward them (Eberly and Montemayor, 1998). This cognitive bias can lead children to perceive ambiguous situations as personally directed, even when they are not (MacEvoy et al., 1999). The personalization bias can negatively affect children’s emotional well-being and social interactions (Leary et al., 2006). Harsher forms of punishment have been associated with a stronger personalization bias, indicating a dose–response relationship (Gershoff et al., 2010). However, further research is needed to establish causality and understand the underlying mechanisms. Alternative disciplinary strategies that emphasize positive reinforcement and open communication are crucial for mitigating the potential negative impact of the personalization bias on children (Sanders et al., 2004).

Threatening children with punishment may potentially affect their perception of being listened to in regard to their personal points of view. When children are consistently exposed to threatening language or punishment, it may create an environment that discourages open communication and inhibits their willingness to express their thoughts and perspectives (Kochanska et al., 2003). This could lead to a diminished sense of being heard or valued, as their personal points of view may be disregarded or dismissed (Grusec and Goodnow, 1994).



6 Assertive communication

Assertive communication is a form of interpersonal interaction characterized by the expression of one’s thoughts, feelings, and needs in a direct and respectful manner. It encourages participation, involvement and staying in the conversation. It involves clear and concise statements that convey confidence and self-assurance, while also acknowledging and respecting the perspectives of others (Ward and Holland, 1997). This approach fosters effective and open communication, enhancing mutual understanding, and promoting positive outcomes in social and professional contexts (Alberti and Emmons, 2017). Assertive communication promotes wellbeing as opposed to all forms of aggressive communication, discourages personalization biases, and social interactions. Scientific literature has already documented that assertive communication leads to better psycho-social outcomes in human interactions.



7 Research methodology


7.1 The present study

The aim of this study is to investigate the effects of coercive and assertive statements on children’s emotional responses and behavioral outcomes. Using vignettes as the foundation, the study examines how different communication styles used by mothers in parent–child interactions impact children’s reactions to specific situations.



7.2 Hypotheses

For the present study we had four hypotheses:


Hypothesis 1: Children exposed to coercive statements will exhibit heightened levels of unpleasant feelings in response to their mother’s statements, compared to when they are exposed to an assertive statement.
Hypothesis 2: Coercive statements are predicted to elicit a greater frequency of the personalization bias, in contrast to the assertive statement.
Hypothesis 3: Children who listened to coercive statements are expected to demonstrate a stronger proclivity to assert their point of view regarding the discussed issue, in comparison to children who listened to the assertive statement.
Hypothesis 4: Children exposed to coercive statements are anticipated to express an increased desire to seek solitude in their room, as opposed to children exposed to assertive statements.





7.3 Instruments

The present study had two components regarding the instruments used: it contained several questions and vignettes, all developed by the research team.


7.3.1 The questions used

We used four question-type items:

	a) This item measures “unpleasant feelings”: “If your mom speaks to you like this, how much does it bother you?’ (Not at all 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Very much),
	b) This item measures “personalization bias”: “How much do you think your mom has something personal against you because she addresses you this way?’ (Not at all 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Very much),
	c) This item measures “the need for one’s personal point of view to be listened”: “How much do you want your mom to listen to your point of view after she says this?’ (Not at all 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Very much),
	d) This item measures “the need to retreat into one’s own room”: “How much do you want to be left alone and retreat to your room by yourself?’ (Not at all 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Very much).
	e) In addition, demographic data was collected about participants such as: age, sex, or parents’ income. Although parents’ income data is harder to collect, we asked children to indicate their perception on the fact whether parents earn much more than needed, more than needed, exactly as needed, less than needed or very little or at all. This way children could approximate their parents income.



7.3.2 Experimental procedure

The children were told that they are going to hear a description of a life situation (vignettes) and listen to a short audio recording, uttered by a mother, who solicits her child to do something. There will be 5 such situations, which will follow one after another (phase 4).



7.3.3 Phases of the procedure of vignettes development

To examine the formulated hypotheses, we devised an assessment tool employing vignettes as the foundation. Figure 1 illustrates the successive stages we traversed during the development process of the ultimate measurement instrument.

[image: Flowchart illustrating six steps: 1. Define relevant information for vignettes. 2. Write or rewrite vignettes for experimental situations. 3. Record audio stimuli. 4. Establish experimental procedure. 5. Train assistant researcher. 6. Pretest vignettes. Arrows indicate sequence.]

FIGURE 1
 The measurement instrument development flowchart.




7.3.4 The process of vignette creation

The vignettes were created by a group of experts during the first phase. These experts selected five scenarios, determining what each scenario should include (proximal) and exclude (distal). Four instances of coercive communication were selected due to their frequency in parent–child interactions, while assertive communication was chosen as it represents the optimal mode of communication.

The current research integrates both acoustical characteristics and the content of communication in stimuli, encompassing five distinct communication scenarios. This implies that the stimuli (vignettes) vary in terms of acoustics and content. It is important to note, however, that the experiment did not aim to manipulate specific sound characteristics in the audio, such as pitch, amplitude, or duration. Instead, the focus was on the overall semantic aspects of the vignettes. These vignettes were developed by incorporating qualitative, semantic characteristics and were subsequently semantically tested by respondents of the same age category to ensure they met the criteria required for the experiment. Considering the semantic aspect of the vignettes, the study can be replicated.

In the second phase, all five communication instances involved the child being asked to tidy the personal room. The vignettes asked the children to imagine a scenario involving a mother and her child, where the child’s room is in disarray. Upon seeing this, the mother requests the child to tidy the personal room and says the following. The children then listened to the recorded instances one by one. For all five instances, the children had to imagine the same scenario involving a mother and her child. The experiment clarified that the instances were about a hypothetical child and their mother, not about the participating children and their own parents.

Instance one exemplified a raised voice, with the text being: “I told you one thousand times to tidy up your room.” The tone was high and rapid. Instance two exemplified a negative personality reference, with the text: “You are messy, and you never tidy up your room.” The tone contained elements of mockery and condescension. Instance three represented an order, with the text: “Go now and tidy up your room! Do you understand?” The phrase was spoken forcefully and assertively. Instance four demonstrated a request accompanied by a threat of punishment, with the text: “If you do not tidy up your room now, you are grounded!” The tone was serious and firm. Finally, instance five depicted an assertive situation, with the text: “Please go and tidy up your room, and then come and eat!” The tone was pleasant, featuring a polite voice and a regular rhythm.



7.3.5 Audio stimuli

They were very short audio recordings (phase 3) in the studio, using professional equipment. Thus, they were clear and accurate. We established 5 audio situations that were relevant for our research. All recordings were sentences uttered by a female assistant, as representing a mother addressing her child.



7.3.6 The content of the audio stimuli

The recordings were meticulously crafted to represent five unique situations: (1) the mother addressing her child with a raised, yet non-aggressive voice, (2) the mother making a negative personality reference (using phrases such as “you never”) in a heightened tone, (3) the mother giving an order to her child in a loud tone, (4) the mother initially soliciting her child and then threatening them with punishment for non-compliance, and finally (5) the mother employing an assertive communication style, marked by a pleasant and polite tone. Notably, the first four scenarios fall under the umbrella of coercive parental solicitation, while the last one belongs to the category of assertive and polite communication. These specific coercive communication styles were selected for their prevalence in parent–child interactions and their classification as psychological control practices. Despite a majority of research focusing on the exploration of coercive communication through multi-item scales, few studies have investigated the impacts of individual practices, often measured through a single item.



7.3.7 Assistant training

Nevertheless, prior to the commencement of the experiment, a training exercise was conducted with the assistant researchers (phase 5), during which they were guided through all the steps of the experiment. Any questions were addressed and further instructions were provided to ensure a clear understanding of the experimental procedure. Subsequently, these assistant researchers were put through a practical test in real-life situations, wherein they were tasked with administering the experiment to a select group of individuals. This served as a preparatory measure for the actual experiment. After this stage, a follow-up session was conducted where further instructions were given to guarantee a seamless execution of the real experiment.



7.3.8 Vignette testing

After the vignettes were recorded we tested (phase 6) them on a number of participants.

The participants in the pretest were distinct from those involved in the main experiment, although they belonged to the same age group as the participants in the actual experiment. They were children between 9 and 13 years old, from Suceava, Romania, and their distribution according to gender was almost equal and nonsignificant. The pretest respondents were tested quantitatively using a questionnaire. The participants were informed that they are going to listen to several stimuli statements uttered by a mother to her child, asking the child to comply and do household chores. They have to listen to the statements and answer several questions about the statements. The assistant researcher made the introduction presenting the experiment, and the respondents were handled several sheets of paper with the questions to fill in. We used a personal computer with stereo speakers attached, to play all audio stimuli. The design was a within-subjects design and all participants evaluated all five audios. The audios were played one by one in this order: “screams at me,” “blames me,” “forces me,” “punishes me,” and “speaks nicely with me.” The respondents were given enough time to fill in their answers between auditions. If they needed help they were assisted by the assistant researcher. The problems that arose were about not understanding the question, requesting confirmations about how to fill in, or where to write.

For the pretest section we had two objectives. Firstly, we wanted to test whether the respondents can identify each statement as belonging to its category, and secondly, we intended to apply the whole experiment procedure to test it and identify possible problems. For the first objective we asked participants to listen to each audio stimulus in part and attribute it to the right category. The categories were: “speaks nicely with me,” “punishes me,” “screams at me,” “blames me,” “forces me.” The SPSS results indicated that all audio stimuli were attributed to the right category, with the highest frequency (see Table 1).



TABLE 1 The results of pretesting vignettes, specifically audio files, and their corresponding categories.
[image: Table displaying frequencies and percentages for five audio categories: "Screams at me," "Blames me," "Forces me," "Punishes me," and "Speaks nicely with me." Each category includes responses with corresponding Chi-square test statistics and p-values. Notable values include high percentages for "Screams at me" when screaming, and "Speaks nicely with me" when speaking nicely. Chi-square values indicate associations: small for "Screams at me," medium for "Blames me" and "Forces me," and strong for "Punishes me" and "Speaks nicely with me."]

The pretesting indicated that in case of the audio “Screams at me” the respondents attributed this audio the most frequently to “Screams at me” with 51.9%, followed by “Forces me” with 29.6%. The same happens in case of the audio “Forces me” where respondents attributed it the most frequently to “Forces me” (57.4%) followed by “Screams at me” (22.2%) The fact that these percentages are both high might be that they somehow correlate. Screaming at a person transmits the idea of pressuring the person, while pressuring the person requires a dose of screaming at a person. In order to find out whether there are significant differences between the responses tested we performed a Chi squared test (N-1’ Chi-squared test). In order to do that, we ordered ascendingly the scores obtained at each category and performed the Chi squared test between the targeted scores and the next lower score. All tests indicated that the targeted scores are significantly different from the next lower scores. This means that each vignette succeeded in measuring mainly the intended phenomenon (see Table 1).




7.4 Experiment participants

The participants were 123 respondents (Mage = 11.2, SD = 0.699). About 60.2% of them were males and 39.8% were females. Children participating in the experiment aged between 9 and 13 years. The participants were from Suceava city, Romania. About 6.7% of the children had parents who earned much more than they needed, 31.7% had parents who earned more than they needed, 59.2% had parents who earned exactly as much as they needed, and 2.5% had parents who earned less than they needed. Our study had 5 experimental situations and all participants were exposed to all of them in similar proportions. The experiment developed in group setting, in school classrooms.



7.5 Ethical considerations

The present research followed the normative ethical considerations in the field in case of minor children. All children received an informed consent and their parents consented that their children participated in the research and sent consent papers signed. About 91% of all participants targeted participated in the experiment. All the participants had the right to withdraw from the research at any moment, and all data collected remained confidential. After they finished filling in the questionnaires, we had a debriefing about the study. We discussed the purpose of the study, how the participants felt, and we gave them feedback about all the questions they had. In the debriefing part the participants indicated by verbal and nonverbal means that they were positive about the experience of participating in the experiment. The researchers communicated to them that they were grateful that they took part in the research. The children were not rewarded for taking part in the experiment.




8 Statistical procedure

In order to analyze the data we used IBM SPSS 26 software and One-Way ANOVA method.



9 Results

Firstly, we presented the descriptive data. Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for different variables measured in the study, categorized by the type of communication used.



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics.
[image: A detailed table showing statistical data on different types of communication and related variables: Unpleasant Feelings, Personalization Bias, Listening to Your Point of View, and Retreat into Your Room. The table includes columns for the type of communication, sample size (N), mean, standard deviation (SD), standard error (SE), and an additional column titled No.¹. The footnotes explain the smaller sample size for assertive communication and mention the use of One-Way ANOVA for hypothesis testing in IBM SPSS, with specific test results and conditions listed.]

Table 3 presents the results of a One-Way ANOVA (Post Hoc, Games-Howell and Tukey) analysis conducted on four variables.



TABLE 3 One-Way ANOVA.
[image: Table showing statistical analysis for four variables: "Unpleasant feelings," "Personalization bias," "Listening to personal point of view," and "Retreat into personal room." Columns include F-values (48.6, 12.2, 35.5, 22.25), df1 (all 4), df2 (605, 602, 606, 607), p-values (all <0.001), and η² values (0.243, 0.075, 0.190, 0.127). Footnotes indicate effect sizes and use of post hoc tests, with annotations on statistical significance and correction methods.]

These results suggest that there are statistically significant variations among the groups in terms of unpleasant feelings, personalization bias, listening to personal point of view, and the tendency to retreat into a personal room. The p-values indicate that the observed differences are unlikely to have occurred by chance and highlight the importance of further examining the factors contributing to these variations.

Table 4 presents One-Way ANOVA significant differences observed between groups.



TABLE 4 Significant differences between the groups compared.
[image: A table showing significant differences in assertiveness across various conditions: "Unpleasant condition," "Personalization bias," "Need for one’s personal point of view to be listened to," and "Need to retreat into the room alone." Each section lists factors like "Raised voice," "Negative personality reference," "Ordering," and "Threatening with punishment" with corresponding mean differences, t-values, degrees of freedom (df), and p-values. All p-values are less than 0.001, indicating statistical significance. Notes mention Games-Howell Post Hoc Test and Tukey Post Hoc Test usage.]

The results indicated that there are significant differences between all groups analyzed, between assertive communication condition and the other conditions, with a p value significant at lower than 0.001 level.



10 Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the effects of different types of parental communication on children’s responses. The hypotheses proposed in this research were based on the assumption that coercive statements would elicit more negative emotional reactions and maladaptive behavioral tendencies compared to assertive statements. The results of the study supported the hypotheses, as indicated by the significant differences observed among the groups in terms of unpleasant feelings, personalization bias, listening to one’s personal point of view, and retreating into a personal room.

In line with the first hypothesis, children who listened to coercive statements reported more unpleasant perceptions toward their mother’s statements compared to when they listened to an assertive statement. This suggests that coercive communication styles, characterized by raised voices, negative personality references, orders, and threats of punishment, have a detrimental effect on children’s emotional experiences, potentially leading to increased discomfort and distress (Weinstein et al., 2018).

Furthermore, the second hypothesis was supported, indicating that coercive statements activated the personalization bias more frequently than the assertive statement. This result has support in science (Eberly and Montemayor, 1998). Children tend to attribute negative events or criticism to one’s own personal characteristics, in these conditions. This finding suggests that coercive communication may contribute to the internalization of negative attributions and self-perceptions in children, which can have long-term implications for their self-esteem and well-being.

Consistent with the third hypothesis, children who listened to coercive statements reported a higher need to express their point of view regarding the issue under discussion compared to children who listened to the assertive statement. This finding implies that coercive communication may evoke a stronger desire in children to assert their autonomy and have their opinions heard, potentially reflecting their need for agency and autonomy in interpersonal interactions (Marici, 2015a).

Lastly, the fourth hypothesis was supported, indicating that children who listened to coercive statements reported a higher need to retreat into their room alone compared to children who listened to assertive statements. This finding suggests that coercive communication may create an aversive environment for children, leading them to seek solitude and withdrawal as a coping mechanism to deal with the negative emotional and behavioral effects of coercive interactions (Turliuc and Marici, 2013b).

The results of this study highlight the importance of parental communication styles in shaping children’s emotional experiences and behavioral tendencies. The findings support previous research on the detrimental effects of coercive communication practices and provide further insight into the specific mechanisms through which coercive statements can influence children’s emotional and behavioral responses (Marici and Turliuc, 2011; Turliuc and Marici, 2013b).



11 Conclusion

Specifically, the study aimed to examine the impact of coercive statements compared to assertive statements, providing empirical evidence for their influence on children’s emotional experiences and behavioral outcomes. The study reiterates the importance of approaching assertive communication in order to avoid unpleasant feelings but it adds further value to research by showing that the personalization bias is growing, and children feel not a weaker but a stronger need to be listened to and to retreat into their room instead of getting involved.

It is worth noting that one of the strong points of the present study is the use of short audio stimuli to simulate real-life parental communication situations. The utilization of professional equipment ensured the clarity and accuracy of the audio recordings, enhancing the ecological validity of the experimental design. The selection of specific audio situations representing coercive and assertive communication categories allowed for a focused investigation of these communication styles and their effects on children’s responses.

However, it is important to acknowledge some limitations of the study as well. The participants were limited to a specific age range (9–13 years) and were drawn from a single city in Romania, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings to other populations. Additionally, the study employed a group setting in school classrooms for data collection, which might have influenced participants’ responses due to social dynamics and peer presence. Moreover, the research presents a predominantly normative outlook on parent–child communication, neglecting cross-cultural investigations that highlight the adaptability of varied communication styles in child-rearing practices globally (Margalit and Mauger, 1985; Omura et al., 2018).

Future research should include a broader age range and more diverse samples to enhance the external validity of the findings. Future studies should also test some other relevant tendencies and behaviors as a response to the stimuli presented in the actual experiment. Conducting the experiment in a controlled individual setting or real situation could provide a more accurate reflection of children’s genuine emotional and behavioral reactions.

In conclusion, this experimental investigation demonstrated that coercive parental communication styles, characterized by raised voices, negative personality references, orders, and threats, have significant effects on children’s emotional experiences and behavioral tendencies. The findings emphasize the importance of promoting assertive and positive communication practices within parent–child relationships, as they are associated with more positive emotional responses and adaptive behaviors in children.



12 Implications

These findings offer several practical implications for parents, educators, and mental health professionals.

Firstly, the data suggests that educational actors should know how to use assertive communication and avoid coercive communication. Coercive language implies threats, orders, and harsh tones which can lead to negative consequences in children. Parents should express their needs and instructions in a respectful manner, using clear, direct language and avoiding raised voices and threats. Secondly, given the link between coercive communication and the activation of personalization bias, parents need to be aware that their children might internalize negative criticism as reflective of their character. Thirdly, rather than suppressing children’s’ desire for autonomy, parents should respect and nurture it, promoting open dialog where the child’s opinion is valued. Lastly, the tendency for children to retreat into solitude as a response to coercive statements underscores the need for educational actors to create a nurturing and comfortable environment. If a child regularly seeks solitude following parental interactions, this could signal that the child perceives the environment as aversive. Mutual respect and understanding, feeling safe and comfortable and expressing their feelings are a necessity for children.

These results reinforce the significance of using non-coercive, assertive communication when interacting with children.
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Objective: The family environment has a significant impact on the psychological and behavioral development of children, especially those who are left behind in preschool and experience parent-child separation at a young age. These children face a greater risk of family dysfunction, which can lead to internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors. While numerous studies have established a connection between family functioning and problem behaviors, few have explored the underlying mechanisms driving this relationship. Our study seeks to address this gap by examining how emotion regulation and psychological resilience mediate the link between family functioning and problem behavior.
Methods: The sample consisted of 940 preschool children (51.5% male, 48.5% female) with a mean age of 5.07 ± 0.80. The main guardians of the children were given the Family Assessment Device, Preschool Children’s Emotion Regulation Scale, the Devereux Early Childhood Assessment for Preschoolers (2nd edition), and the Social Skills Improvement System-Rating Scales to assess their family functioning, emotion regulation, psychological resilience, and problem behavior respectively.
Results: Lower family functioning was associated with more severe problem behaviors in preschool left-behind children, and emotion regulation and psychological resilience partially mediated the relationship between family functioning and problem behaviors, respectively. In addition, emotion regulation and psychological resilience were also chain mediators between family functioning and problem behaviors.
Conclusion: The study’s findings highlighted the crucial role of emotional regulation and psychological resilience in the correlation between family functioning and problem behaviors. It is recommended that policymakers and educators place a high priority on the cultivation of internal psychological resources, such as emotional regulation and resilience, in preschool-aged children when designing interventions to address problem behaviors.
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Introduction

The increase in urbanization in China has led to the migration of young and middle-aged rural laborers to cities. However, due to difficulties in transferring to other schools and high tuition fees, the children of rural laborers are forced to stay in the registered residence, becoming left-behind children (LBCs). LBCs refer to children aged 18 and under, whose parents have moved to other areas for more than half a year, who are left behind in their registered residence, and therefore cannot live with their parents (Cai et al., 2007). It is estimated that the number of LBCs in China was close to 69 million in 2015 (Lu et al., 2018). According to the Report of Rural Education Development in China (2020–2022), there were still 11.992 million LBCs in compulsory education in China in 2021 (Wu and Qin, 2022). Although the number of LBCs has decreased in recent years, they are still a large group (Lyu et al., 2022), and the education of these children will greatly influence China’s future.

The Chinese economy has developed rapidly in recent decades, but there still exists an unequal distribution of public resources, including education, healthcare, and employment, between urban and rural areas, especially for LBCs in rural areas (Jin et al., 2020). As a result of the prolonged absence of parental care, LBCs are less likely to obtain safe attachment, emotional support, self-regulation, and develop social skills (Jin et al., 2020). In the long run, they tend to exhibit a diverse range of externalizing problem behaviors, such as bullying, hyperactivity, aggressive behaviors (Zhang et al., 2019, 2021), and psychological problems, such as autism, unsociability, sensitivity, and suspicion (Luo et al., 2019). Problem behaviors can significantly impair children’s cognitive development, which is detrimental to physical and mental well-being and hinders healthy growth. LBCs’ problem behaviors have received widespread attention due to the specificity of the living environment and the large size of the group (Dong et al., 2019).

At present, the majority of studies on the problem behaviors of young children have been focused on school-age children, with few studies on preschool children (Dong et al., 2019; Jin et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2021). Research findings indicate that younger LBCs who experience prolonged separation from their parents are more susceptible to developing emotional and problem behaviors (Liu et al., 2009; Adhikari et al., 2014). If problems are not recognized or treated early, their emotional and behavioral disorders will worsen in adulthood, resulting in a number of negative outcomes, such as crime, drug abuse, mental health issues, and poor relationships (Fergusson et al., 2005). Therefore, greater emphasis should be placed on addressing the problem behaviors exhibited by preschool LBCs.


Family functioning and problem behaviors

The most important change in the lives of LBCs compared to non-LBCs is the separation of parents and children. However, parent-child separation does not necessarily lead to children’s problematic behaviors. Parents (or one parent) working outside the home can improve socioeconomic status and bring new worldviews and outlooks on life, etc., and the associated changes in educational concepts may have a favorable impact on LBCs; however, they may also have negative effects, such as reduced parental behavioral control and monitoring, weakened parental support and guidance, which may have a negative impact on the LBCs (Wen and Lin, 2012). According to McMaster’s theory of family functioning model, the above positive and negative effects are actually related to the realization of family functioning in the process of family operation (Epstein et al., 1978). Family functioning (FF) refers to the effectiveness of family members in terms of family rules, family communication, emotional ties, and coping with external events (Olson et al., 1983), therefore, whether parents’ working outside the home has a negative impact on LBCs depends on whether it has caused damage to family functioning. Many researchers have examined the impact of FF on children’s problematic behaviors (PB) (van As and Janssens, 2002; Sikora et al., 2013; Stoutjesdijk et al., 2016). For example, Stoutjesdijk studied the correlation between FF and children’s classroom PB and revealed that poor FF was directly related to children’s classroom externalizing PB (Stoutjesdijk et al., 2016). Sikora’s study revealed a significant correlation between increased externalizing behaviors and diminished family functioning (Sikora et al., 2013). In addition, a literature review by van As and Janssens concluded that PB was strongly associated with low FF (van As and Janssens, 2002). Therefore, prior research has consistently indicated a strong association between FF and children’s PB (Sikora et al., 2013; Stoutjesdijk et al., 2016), while few researchers have explored the impact of FF on PB among LBCs.

The relationship between FF and PB can be conceptualized using the circumplex model and the McMaster model. The results-oriented circumplex model (Olson et al., 1983) shows that FF includes three dimensions: cohesion, adaptability, and communication. Scores on these three dimensions can be used as indicators of FF and can predict a child’s behavioral and psychological development. Previous studies have strongly demonstrated that children with more PB often come from families with poor cohesion, adaptability, and communication skills (Leidy et al., 2010; Coe et al., 2018). And, the process-oriented McMaster model (Epstein et al., 1978) indicates that the fundamental role of the family is to create a supportive environment that facilitates the holistic development of its members, encompassing physical, psychological, and social well-being. FF includes the structure of family relationships, flexibility of response, quality of association, and emotional connection of family members. A large number of studies have verified the McMaster model, showing that poor FF is associated with more serious PB (van As and Janssens, 2002; Sikora et al., 2013; Stoutjesdijk et al., 2016).



Mediating effect of emotion regulation

Even though FF is linked to the PB of LBCs, external factors such as it cannot directly impact external behaviors but are mediated by internal factors of individuals. In previous studies on the influence factors of children’s PB, emotion regulation (ER) is considered to be an important intrapersonal factor (Eisenberg et al., 2010). ER to an individual’s capacity to flexibly respond to a range of positive or negative emotions in a way that is socially acceptable (Thompson, 1994). The emotional atmosphere in the family environment, the way of family expression, and the way of parenting have different degrees of influence on children’s ER (Morris et al., 2017). LBCs are confronted with a long-term separation from their parents, a lack of family education, and a lack of intellectual and emotional development, despite the fact that most of them are able to partially compensate for the effects of parental absence by being raised by other relatives. According to studies, the time and energy of family members caring for LBCs is mostly dedicated to work, with less focus on their education and development. Additionally, the social advancement of LBCs is still behind that of other children (Zhang et al., 2019, 2021). In a meta-analysis study, it was found that children’s emotional regulation was mainly dependent on their parents, who provided an environment that assisted them in self-regulating their inner feelings and behaviors (Li et al., 2019). The emotional climate and level of parent–child communication in LBCs were affected by the absence of parents and the limited energy of kinship caregivers, which led to poorer emotion regulation. Besides, ER is directly related to the PB of children. Research findings indicate that adaptive ER strategies exhibit a negative correlation with manifestations of depressive symptoms and anxious states, whereas maladaptive ER strategies show a positive correlation with manifestations of depressive symptoms and anxious states (Schäfer et al., 2017).



Mediating effect of psychological resilience

Another important intraindividual factor that affects children’s PB is psychological resilience (PR) (Ding et al., 2023). PR is a personality, process, or outcome of an individual’s ability to move in a positive direction through continuous self-adjustment under adverse environmental stress (Campbell-Sills et al., 2006). Close family relationships and a good home environment are key protective factors for children to demonstrate good PR (Bonanno et al., 2015). After controlling for parent–child attachment and covariates at T1, a longitudinal follow-up study demonstrated that psychological resilience at T2 predicted high-quality children’s and adolescents’ parent–child attachment at T3. The psychological resilience of high-quality children is negatively impacted by low-quality parent-child attachment, leading to lower levels of future parent–child attachment (Zhang et al., 2023). The absence of parents from work can lead to changes in the family structure and weaken the emotional and educational functions of LBCs, which will inevitably impact their PR (Bonanno et al., 2015). PR serves as a safeguarding element for promoting emotional and behavioral health (Ding et al., 2023). According to studies, most preschool students have low PR, which prevents them from adapting to negative life events and results in a range of behavioral issues, including depression and anxiety (Wu et al., 2017; Ding et al., 2023). And low levels of PR predict more PB in the future (Wu et al., 2017).



Chain mediating effect of emotion regulation and psychological resilience

In the existing literature, the majority of studies examined the individual effects of ER and PR on children’s PB, treating them as separate and independent variables (Eisenberg et al., 2010; Arslan, 2016). However, studies suggested that ER and PR had a positive correlation (Rodman et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2021). Preschool is an important time for children and their emotional development in early childhood will profoundly affect their long-term psychological, emotional, and social adjustment (Darling-Churchill and Lippman, 2016). Children who have a better ability to regulate emotions are found to be more resilient to depression in childhood maltreatment (Rodman et al., 2019). Children with better ER often choose positive ER strategies, such as cognitive reconstruction, substitution, and self-consolation. Zhang found that children with more cognitive reconstruction strategies had more positive adaptive behaviors, children with more substitution behaviors had a higher level of PR, and children with more self-comforting behaviors had a higher level of PR (Zhang et al., 2021). Overall, LBCs with better ER have a lower risk of PR (Zhang et al., 2021).



Purpose and research hypotheses

While some studies have confirmed that ER and PR are associated with FF and PB in children, the specific influence of ER and PR on this relationship remains unclear. To the best of our knowledge, this study represents the initial exploration of the concurrent mediation effects of both ER and PR. Given the considerable population of preschool LBCs in China and the subsequent occurrence of PB resulting from early parental separation, finding effective measures to address these PB and prevent the development of more severe emotional and behavioral disorders in adulthood has become an urgent concern. The objective of the current research is to thoroughly explore the interactions among these four variables, thereby offering a theoretical foundation for enhancing the PB of preschool LBCs. On the basis of previous empirical studies, we established a chain mediation model (Figure 1). This study posits the following hypotheses:

[image: Diagram showing relationships between concepts. "Family functioning" affects "Problem behaviors" (H1), "Emotion regulation" (H2), and "Psychological resilience" (H3). "Emotion regulation" influences "Psychological resilience" (H4), which also impacts "Problem behaviors."]

FIGURE 1
 Hypothetical conceptual model.



H1: FF is significantly and negatively associated with PB for LBCs.
H2: ER mediates the relationship between FF and the PB of LBCs.
H3: PR mediates the relationship between FF and the PB of LBCs.
H4: ER and PR jointly mediate the relationship between FF and the PB of LBCs.






Materials and methods


Participants and procedure

This was a cross-sectional study that utilized the convenience sampling method to collect the data. In May 2023, questionnaires were distributed online to the primary guardians of left-behind children in nearly 30 kindergartens in the eastern province of China. In this study, the majority of the children’s primary guardians were the children’s uncles (30.6 percent of the total sample) and aunts (60.9% of the total sample), and a very small number of friends of the children’s parents (8.5% of the total sample). Informed consent was obtained from the primary guardians of all participating children, parents, and teachers, and the ethical principle of voluntary participation was communicated. According to the criteria for preschool left-behind children (Cai et al., 2007) (separated from parents for more than half a year; children who stayed to live in the household registration area; children’s age was 3–6 years old), questionnaires that did not meet the criteria for left-behind children were excluded, and 940 valid questionnaires were ultimately collected (recovery rate: 87.1%). The mean age of the study participants was 5.07 years (SD = 0.80, range = 4.00 ~ 6.00), including 484 boys (51.5%) and 456 girls (48.5%). The study protocol was reviewed through the review board of the host university to ensure compliance with the research ethics.



Measures and instruments


Personal information form

The personal information form comprises the child’s age, gender, and whether he or she is a single child.



Family functioning

FF was measured using the subscale of the Family Assessment Device (FAD; Chinese Version) (Li et al., 2013). The scale was composed of 60 items and 7 factors (Epstein et al., 1983), and the factors included: problem-solving, communication, family role, emotional response, emotional involvement, behavioral management, and general function. The general functional factor consisted of 12 items that were strongly correlated with the other six factors, which could assess the health or morbidity of family functioning as a whole. The utilized scale adopts a 4-point Likert scale, spanning from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree), where higher scores reflect enhanced FF. In the sample of Chinese preschool children, the study discovered that the general function scale had favorable reliability and validity (Bai et al., 2020; Almutairi et al., 2022). It has also been suggested that general functional factors alone can be used as a tool for assessing family functioning in general (Kabacoff et al., 1990; Ridenour et al., 1999). Therefore, this study used the general functional factor subscale, and the Cronbach’s α coefficient of the subscale was 0.845.



Emotion regulation

The Preschool Children’s Emotion Regulation Scale was used to measure the level of ER (Lu and Chen, 2007). The 36-item questionnaire was categorized into six domains: cognitive reconstruction, passive processing, problem-solving, alternative action, self-consolation, and venting. This scale was utilized to assess the employment of diverse emotional adjustment strategies when confronted with adverse situations. The total score is obtained by dividing the score of each dimension by the number of questions, as calculated after assessing each dimension (≤5 points). Better ER in children is indicated by a higher score on the positive emotion strategy. The scale has demonstrated good reliability and validity among Chinese preschool children (Zhang et al., 2021). The study yielded Cronbach’s α coefficients between 0.774 and 0.840 for the total scale and its respective subscales.



Psychological resilience

PR was measured using the Devereux Early Childhood Assessment for Preschoolers (DECA-P2; Second Edition) (LeBuffe and Naglieri, 2013), with 38 items. The scale has three dimensions: attachment/relationship, initiative, self-regulation, and behavioral problems. As a behavioral rating scale, the DECA-P2 was used to assess child protective factors that are critical to society, emotional health, and resilience, and to screen children for PB. Each item is rated on a scale from 0 (never) to 4 (always). A higher score indicates a higher level of PR in the child. The scale has demonstrated good reliability and validity among Chinese preschool children (Zhang et al., 2021). In this study, Cronbach’s α coefficients for both the overall scale and its subscales ranged from 0.88 to 0.96.



Problem behaviors

The measurement of PB was conducted using the subscale of Social Skills Improvement System -Rating Scales (SSIS-RS; Parental Version) (Gresham and Elliott, 2008). The scale consists of 33 items and 5 dimensions, including externalizing problems, bullying problems, hyperactivity problems, internalizing problems, and autism problems. Externalizing problem behaviors include verbal or physical aggression, an inability to control one’s temper, and arguments. Bullying problem behaviors include bullying others, forcing children to do things against their will, and intimidating them. Hyperactivity problems include being easily distracted or easily distracted. Internalizing problem behaviors include restlessness, frequent sadness, and low mood. Autistic problem behaviors include showing loneliness and avoiding others. A 4-point Likert scale is used by the questionnaire, with responses ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always) based on the frequency of the child’s behaviors. The greater severity of problem behaviors in children is indicated by a higher score on the scale. Strong reliability and validity have been established for the scale when utilized in the Chinese population (Wang et al., 2021). In this study, the Cronbach’s α coefficients of the total scale and subscales ranged from 0.84 to 0.96.



Statistical analyses

Initially, descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated using the statistical software SPSS 24.0 to examine the key variables. Second, we employed MODEL 6 (Hayes, 2012) from the SPSS macro program PROCESS to construct a structural equation model. This model was utilized to investigate the underlying mechanism of influence between FF and PB. Next, the bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method, utilizing 5,000 samples and 95% confidence intervals (95% CIs), was employed to examine the significance of the indirect effect. Gender, age, and being an only child were incorporated as covariates in the model. Finally, the construction of competing models was done using Amos 26 statistical software for robust analyses.





Results


Common method bias test

The data for the four questionnaires on FF, ER, PR, and PB were collected from the same participants, which raises the possibility of common method bias. To reduce the potential bias, several measures were implemented, such as ensuring anonymity, including reverse items, emphasizing independent responses, and maintaining the confidentiality of information. However, it is important to acknowledge that despite these efforts, the potential covariation between the independent and dependent variables may have been influenced by the consistency of the testing environment and the homogeneity of participant sources. Therefore, after data retrieval, a test was conducted to examine the presence of common method bias.

To assess the potential presence of common method variance, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted by performing an unrotated exploratory factor analysis on all variables (Harman, 1970). The results revealed 17 factors with eigenvalues greater than 1. The variance explained by the first factor was 22.86%, which is less than the recommended threshold of 40% (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Thus, there was no significant common method bias in this study.



Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

Demographic variables such as the gender and age of the children as well as the main variables such as FF, ER, and PR were analyzed via Person correlation. As indicated in Table 1, the correlation coefficients between FF, ER, PR, and PB were found to be statistically significant. Based on the findings from the correlation analysis, FF exhibited a positive correlation with ER and PR (p < 0.01), but negatively correlated with PB (p < 0.01); A positive correlation was found between ER and PR (p < 0.01), and a negative correlation with PB (p < 0.01). Additionally, PR exhibited a negative correlation with PB (p < 0.01). In addition, child age was significantly associated with FF (p < 0.05), child gender was significantly associated with ER (p < 0.05) and PR (p < 0.01), and being an only child was associated with FF (p < 0.01) and PR (p < 0.05).



TABLE 1 Descriptive analysis and correlations.
[image: A correlation table displaying means, standard deviations, and relationships among seven variables: Age, Gender, Only child, Family functioning, Emotion regulation, Psychological resilience, and Problem behaviors. Notable correlations include Gender and Only child (0.04), Only child and Family functioning (−0.10), and Family functioning with Psychological resilience (0.66). Significance is indicated with asterisks: *p<0.05, **p<0.01.]



Significance test of the mediating effect

After standardizing all the variables, Model 6 of the SPSS macro program PROCESS developed by Hayes was utilized to investigate the mediating effect of ER and PR in the relationship between FF and PB. The regression equation included age, sex, and only-child status as covariates. The results are presented in Table 2; Figure 2.



TABLE 2 Regression analysis of the relationship between family functioning and problem behaviors.
[image: A regression table displays three sets of results for predictors affecting problem behaviors, emotion regulation, and psychological resilience. Each includes columns for R, R squared, F, beta, and t-values, with significance levels indicated by asterisks. The table summarizes the impact of variables like age, gender, only child status, family functioning, and emotion regulation on these outcomes. Significance is indicated as * for p<0.05, ** for p<0.01, and *** for p<0.001.]

[image: Diagram illustrating relationships among four concepts: Family Functioning, Emotion Regulation, Psychological Resilience, and Problem Behaviors. Arrows show relationships with coefficients: Family Functioning to Emotion Regulation (0.431), Psychological Resilience (0.464), and Problem Behaviors (-0.115), Emotion Regulation to Psychological Resilience (0.442), and Problem Behaviors to Psychological Resilience (-0.260), Problem Behaviors (-0.147).]

FIGURE 2
 Chain mediation model.


There was a significant negative correlation observed between FF and PB, and the direct path from FF to PB was found to be significant (β = −0.362, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 1. FF was significantly and positively associated with ER (β = 0.431, p < 0.001) and PR (β = 0.464, p < 0.001), and ER was significantly and positively associated with PR (β = 0.442, p < 0.001). ER was significantly and negatively associated with PB (β = −0.260, p < 0.001), and there was a significant negative association between PR and PB (β = −0.147, p < 0.01). These results indicated that ER and PR have significant mediating effects on FF and PB, respectively. In addition, there was a significant chain mediation effect between ER and PR in FF and PB, and hypotheses 2–4 were supported.

Table 3 provides the unstandardized estimates for the overall effect, the direct effects of each indirect path, and the 95% confidence interval indicating the mediating effect. In Table 3, all three indirect paths have 95% confidence intervals that do not include zero, demonstrating significant chain mediating effects of ER and PR. The overall indirect effect size of FF on PB was determined to be −0.208. The mediating effect contributed to 57.30% of the total effect. The mediating effect comprised three indirect effects: FF → ER → PB (the mediating effect value is −0.112); FF → PR → PB (the mediating effect value is −0.068); FF → ER → PR → PB (the mediating effect value is −0.02). Hypotheses 2–4 were confirmed again.



TABLE 3 Emotion regulation and psychological resilience in the mediation effect analysis.
[image: Table displaying indirect effects with columns for bootstrapped standard error, lower and upper confidence intervals, and relative mediation effect. Total indirect effect is -0.208, with a relative mediation effect of 57.30%. Indirect effects 1 to 3 detail the effects through paths of family functioning, emotion regulation, psychological resilience, and problem behaviors, with respective mediation effects of 30.85%, 18.73%, and 7.72%.]



Robust analysis

To determine whether the current model was the best fit for the data, we conducted robust analyses. Specifically, we compared the fit indices of the competing models (Model 1: Emotion Regulation → Psychological Resilience as the mediating variable; Model 2: Psychological Resilience → Emotion Regulation as the mediating variable). The results showed that Model 1 (fit indices: χ2/df = 2.816, CFI = 0.987, TLI = 0.980, AIC = 105.963, RMSEA = 0.056, SRMR = 0.018) fit better than Model 2(fit indices: χ2/df = 5.718, CFI = 0.970, TLI = 0.953, AIC = 169.793, RMSEA = 0.086, SRMR = 0.027). This finding suggested that the current model with emotion regulation → psychological resilience as the mediating variable was the best fit for the data.




Discussion

Within this study, a chain mediation model was employed to provide additional confirmation of the direct association between FF and PB among preschool LBCs (van As and Janssens, 2002; Almutairi et al., 2022; Peng et al., 2023). Our findings revealed that both ER and PR played partial mediating roles in the association between FF and PB among preschool-aged LBCs. FF affected the PB of preschool LBCs through three pathways: ER, PR, and ER → PR, which helps us to further understand the relationship between FF and PB of preschool LBCs, and also helps kindergartens to properly adjust plan to further improve the externalizing and internalizing of PB of preschool LBCs.


The relationship between FF and PB

This study revealed that lower FF was associated with more severe PB in preschool LBCs, which was consistent with the findings of previous studies (Sikora et al., 2013; Stoutjesdijk et al., 2016; Peng et al., 2023). For LBCs, parents out for work causes changes in the original family structure, leading to the weakening of the emotional and educational functions of families. Besides, it will inevitably have an important impact on the PB of LBCs.



Independent mediating effect of ER

Consistent with the findings of prior research, this study discovered that ER serves as a mediating factor between FF and PB among preschool LBCs (Eisenberg et al., 2010; Thomsen and Lessing, 2020). ER acts as a bridge in this process. The influence of FF on preschool LBCs can be realized not only through direct influence on PB but also through indirect access to ER. This may be because the absence of parental roles leads to the impairment of FF, and the decline in the quality of the individual growth environment of preschool LBCs, which directly affects the formation of children’s ER (Chen et al., 2023). Low ER not only leads to the worsening of children’s original implicit or explicit problem behaviors, but also leads to depression and anxiety because they are unable to manage negative emotions (Ştefan and Avram, 2017; Thomsen and Lessing, 2020).



Independent mediating effect of PR

Furthermore, this study revealed that PR serves as an intermediary factor between FF and PB among preschool-aged LBCs, aligning with previous research findings (Wu et al., 2017; Ding et al., 2023). PR also plays a role of bridge, and the influence of FF on the PB of preschool LBCs can be realized indirectly through PR. According to the family resilience theory (Walsh, 2003), families can provide social–emotional support for an individual’s PR. Close family relationships, good family communication, and the individual feeling accepted and loved are all very helpful for the development of positive self-concept and PR of family members. Based on the steeling effect theory (Rutter, 2012), individuals exhibiting higher levels of parental responsiveness (PR) may possess enhanced coping abilities in the face of stressful events and exhibit reduced sensitivity to negative experiences, ultimately leading to a decrease in problem behaviors.



Chain mediating effect of ER and PR

Furthermore, the study results revealed that both ER and PR act as sequential mediators between FF and PB, which verifies the close relationship between ER and PR, that is, the ER of preschool LBCs also affected the development of PR, aligning with previous research findings (Rodman et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2021). The higher the level of FF, the more family emotional support children receive, which is crucial for children to develop ER (Meyer et al., 2014). Research has shown that positive ER strategies, such as substitution, deflecting negative emotions, producing positive responses, and buffering some of the negative effects (Sattler and Font, 2018). However, the frequent use of poor ER strategies will make it difficult for children to recover from negative events, prevent them from overcoming the negative impact of negative events, and reduce the level of PR. Preschool LBCs themselves face premature separation from their parents. If individuals cannot overcome the negative effects of these situations, they are susceptible to experiencing internalizing problem behaviors, such as depression and anxiety, as well as externalizing problem behaviors, such as bullying and aggression (Ding et al., 2023).




Limitations and implications

Several limitations exist within this study, which are outlined as follows: First, due to the limitations of relevant research methods, this study cannot infer causality. To address this issue in future research, longitudinal and experimental data may be employed to investigate the cause-and-effect relationship between variables, explore the dynamic relationship between variables, and further investigate the influence mechanism of FF on the PB of preschool LBCs. Second, although this study explored the mediating effect of individual factors (ER and PR), important variables closely related to PB, such as self-esteem and self-efficacy, should be further studied to fully explain the relationship model between FF and PB. Finally, considerable research has been conducted on the impact of grandparents serving as guardians for left-behind children (Zhou et al., 2021; Hu et al., 2023). However, little is known about how the family functioning of preschool-aged left-behind children is impacted by primary guardians such as uncles and aunts. It would be valuable to explore the potential effects of uncles and aunts as guardians of left-behind children in the future.

This study is of great significance. Firstly, this study constructed a chain mediation model to elucidate the connection between FF and PB of preschool LBCs, which is helpful for understanding how the family environment of preschool LBCs affects behavior development, and has important practical significance. Secondly, this study holds significant value in promoting interventions aimed at addressing PB among preschool LBCs. The findings of this study validate the negative predictive effect of FF on preschool LBCs, underscoring the critical role that FF plays in the behavioral development of preschool children. Interventions that focus on improving FF (problem-solving, communication, family roles, emotional responses, emotional engagement, and behavioral control) are therefore promising ways to reduce PB in children. Finally, the chain mediation model established in this study offers an alternative approach to mitigating PB among preschool LBCs, namely, by fostering the development of ER and PR in children. For example, carefully designed picture-book intervention courses and music interventions are adopted for LBCs, focusing on improving ER and PR, cultivating their own protective psychological resources, and helping preschool LBCs make better use of psychological resources to cope with the negative impact of adverse environment, which will effectively reduce the occurrence of PB.



Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of family functioning on problem behaviors and its impact mechanism on Chinese preschool left-behind children. Lower family functioning was found to be linked to more severe problem behaviors in preschool left-behind children, and emotion regulation and psychological resilience partially mediated the link between family functioning and problem behaviors. In addition, this study revealed that emotion regulation and psychological resilience can play a chain mediating role between family functioning and problem behaviors. Policymakers and educators should address the development of intraindividual factors (emotion regulation and psychological resilience) while creating interventions for problem behaviors in Chinese LBCs in order to mitigate the negative consequences of poor family functioning in preschool LBCs.
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Introduction: Parent child interaction (PCI) is positively associated with deaf children’s language development. However, there are no known, deaf-specific tools to observe how a parent interacts with their deaf child aged 0–3 years. Without a framework for professionals to use with families, it is unknown how professionals assess PCI, what they assess, why they assess, and how the assessment results relate to case management.



Methods: Eighteen hearing and deaf professionals, who work with deaf and hard of hearing infants aged 0–3 years and their families, attended online focus groups. The aim of the study was to gain insight into the professional assessment of PCI. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis.
Findings: Six themes were generated from the dataset. Professionals discussed how central parents were in the support offered to families in the home, the importance of knowing and understanding the individual family, and accounting for and supporting parental wellbeing. Descriptions on how to administer a best practice PCI assessment included which parent behaviors to assess and how to make adaptations for different populations. Professionals shared how the assessment and review process could be used to inform and upskill parents through video reflection and goal setting.
Discussion: This study provides insight into the mechanisms and motivations for professionals assessing the interactive behaviors of parents who have deaf children aged 0–3. Professionals acknowledged that family life is multi-faceted, and that support is most meaningful to families when professionals worked with these differences and incorporated them into assessment, goal setting, and intervention plans.
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Introduction

Deafness is a low incidence condition with estimated prevalence of 1 per 1000 live births (Morton and Nance, 2006). According to the most recent UK-wide summary from the Consortium for Research in Deaf Education (The Consortium for Research in Deaf Education [CRIDE], 2022), there are 52,798 deaf children and young people in the UK (aged 0–19 years). In this paper, we use the term ‘deaf’ to refer to all levels of deafness, from mild to profound. Although deafness is low incidence, it is a high need, long-term condition. Further, this population is highly diverse due to differences in levels of deafness, audiological equipment provision, age of fitting and levels of consistent use (hearing aids, implants, or none), language choices (monolingual spoken language users, multilingual spoken language users, sign language users, bimodal/bilingual language users), a high incidence of comorbid difficulties (40% according to Cejas et al., 2015), and other more universal differences such as maternal education, socio-economic status and levels of family involvement.

Most deaf children are born to hearing families (Mitchell and Karchmer, 2004) who have not yet developed effective skills in communicating with their deaf children. Reduced or disrupted input affects how a child develops language (Levine et al., 2016). Indeed, deaf and hard of hearing children’s language is reported to be 1–1.5 standard deviations lower than hearing peers (expressive and receptive spoken language in Ching and Dillon, 2013; expressive spoken language vocabulary in Yoshinaga-Itano et al., 2017). A recent systematic review found that parents’ linguistic input explained 31.7% of the variance in deaf children’s expressive language (Holzinger et al., 2020). Parents of deaf children therefore need to be supported to adapt their communication style to attain successful interactions (Dirks and Rieffe, 2019). Early interventions that coach parents to use supportive interaction strategies help to improve deaf children’s communication skills (Roberts, 2019; Nicastri et al., 2021). An important early step in providing targeted support and intervention is parent-child interaction (PCI) assessment. However, to date, a deaf-specific, validated tool of PCI does not exist.

A recent systematic review summarized 61 papers (Curtin et al., 2021) and identified which PCI behaviors are assessed in research with deaf children. These were: attention-getting, joint engagement, emotional availability, and responsivity of a parent and strategies for providing accessible and stimulating linguistic input. Most researchers focus on the mother-child dyad in PCI and these interactions are often filmed in labs, for 20 min on average. Researchers mostly used frame by frame analysis with coding systems. The review found that the length of joint engagement between parent and child, the level of parental sensitivity and the use of parental communication behaviors were significantly correlated with greater gains in deaf children’s language. Whilst it is beneficial to consider how PCI is assessed in research, the highly rigorous methods used are time consuming and unlikely to have application in real-life clinical settings. Professional practice therefore needs consideration.

In the United Kingdom, the first professionals to support families of deaf children at home are Qualified Teachers of Deaf Children and Young People (QToDs) and Speech and Language Therapists (SLTs). Tools such as the Ski-Hi Language Development Scale (Watkins, 2004), the MacArthur Communicative Development Inventory (Fenson et al., 1993), the Visual Communication and Sign Language (VCSL) Checklist for Signing Children (Simms et al., 2013), and Success from the Start (National Deaf Children’s Society, 2020) assist professionals with monitoring a deaf child’s communication development. Similarly, the Tait video analysis method (Tait et al., 2007) focuses on the deaf child’s eye gaze, and vocal and auditory pre-verbal skills, even though it is recommended to keep the adult’s face/profile within the camera’s shot. These tools observe and monitor one interactant and do not explicitly observe parents’ interaction skills when they are communicating with their deaf child. There are no known, deaf-specific assessment tools for observing parent interaction, despite this being a known predictor for language development. The lack of a reliable, evidence-based assessment tool may mean that professionals are not in agreement on which parental behaviors are important to appraise in the home, do not have a shared technical language when discussing assessment findings, and/or do not offer standardized care. This lack of consensus can increase the chances of disparity between professionals on how to identify parent and child strengths, needs, and areas to address in intervention. In turn, this can impinge on the child’s language development if therapy goals are not appropriate.

A survey of 190 UK-based professionals working with deaf 0–3-year-old children (Curtin et al., 2023) found that PCI was routinely assessed by the majority of professionals, and that there was substantial overlap between professional groups in which parent behaviors are assessed. Many professionals observed parent behaviors identified in Curtin et al. (2021). Survey participants (Curtin et al., 2023) reported an additional 18 novel parent behaviors they felt were missing from the survey, e.g., parent using appropriate voice volume, using a range of different word types, offering and labeling choices. Furthermore, professionals’ methods of assessment were informal and predominantly consisted of observation and note making. The vast majority of professionals used their own skills and experience to analyze interactions rather than any adapting any existing tools from the hearing population. Goal setting is a regular part of parent-implemented and/or parent-focused intervention (Barnett et al., 2023) and many of the professionals in the survey reported deciding upon goals with parents. What was not clear from the survey was why professionals assess PCI, how they introduce the concept to families, and how they work with or include aspects of everyday life that might impact a family’s interactions, such as a parents’ wellbeing or a deaf-plus child (i.e., a deaf child with additional needs). Finally, the survey did not explore goal setting practices in depth, and how these might differ across families.

In practice, considerable expertise and knowledge are required to observe and make sense of PCI. Despite professional bodies recommending that PCI be monitored (Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists [RCSLT], 2019), there is little evidence or guidance of how to do this in practice. The current study is third in a series of five that aim to develop an evidence-based assessment tool for PCI with deaf children aged 0–3 years. Combined with the earlier professionals’ survey (Curtin et al., 2023), this work seeks to gain insight into the motivations and mechanisms for the professional assessment of PCI (i.e., the why and the how). Specifically, it focuses on why PCI assessment is important, features of best practice, how to assess, what to assess, and how assessment relates to case management. Findings generated from the focus groups aim to enhance the knowledge and skills of professionals more widely.



Research questions


1.Why is assessing parent behaviors in early PCI important, when the deaf infant is aged 0–3?

2.How do professionals conduct a best-practice PCI assessment when the infant is deaf aged 0–3?

3.Which parent behaviors are most important to assess?

4.How do PCI assessments influence professionals’ practice?





Materials and methods

This study formed part of a large, explanatory, sequential mixed-methods project lead by the first author. First, data were collected via an open quantitative survey of 190 UK-based professionals (Curtin et al., 2023). The analysis of the survey guided the planning of the follow-up qualitative focus groups. In this paper, we report the qualitative findings using reflective thematic analysis. The reporting guideline for qualitative research was used [i.e., COREQ from Tong et al. (2007)].


Research team

The focus groups were conducted by the first author, a white, female, hearing, specialist SLT and clinical doctorate fellow with 12 years of experience with working with deaf children and their families, and the second author, a white, deaf, female, QToD and consultant in deaf education with 34 years of experience with working with deaf children and their families. The first author was the lead facilitator and the second supported the facilitation. Both attended training in conducting online focus groups from the Social Research Association in the UK.

Though the first and second authors were perhaps known to the professionals (working in the same field), no close personal relationships were established. This meant that professionals did not assume the authors knew anything of their work or their experiences. The importance of the moderators knowing the topic, the culture and traditions is essential (Litosseliti, 2007), nonetheless professionals were encouraged to be explicit with their reasoning, as though the moderators were new to the field, to avoid the researchers inferring meaning. Professionals were aware of the short-term aims of the research: to explore and explain findings in the e-survey, and the long-term aim: to develop an evidence-based clinical assessment tool.



Recruitment

The following professionals with any level of experience in working with deaf 0 to 3-year-olds and their families were invited to fill in the e-survey: SLTs, QToDs, Auditory Verbal Therapists (AVTs),1 Psychologists/Psychiatrists, and professionals working in Deaf Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (DCAMHS). In the e-survey information sheet, participants were informed of the follow-up focus groups and invited, using a separate link, to register their interest in participating in the focus groups. Participants shared their contact details and some demographic information (profession, geographical location, hearing status, years of experience, gender, and ethnicity). The separate link ensured that e-survey responses remained anonymous. Forty-two professionals registered their interest in participating in the focus groups.



Sampling

Sampling was initially intended to be informed by survey findings, however survey analysis found no differences in PCI assessment practices between professionals’ roles, hearing status, languages used at work, or years of experience (Curtin et al., 2023). Therefore, registered professionals were purposively sampled based on the demographic identifiers listed above to ensure diversity, inclusion, and a range of perspectives. Twenty-three professionals were emailed an invitation to the focus group, and the information sheet and consent form.



Sample size

Nineteen professionals originally agreed to participate, with one drop out. As focus groups were online and involved 14 hearing and four deaf professionals using their preferred languages, i.e., English or British Sign Language, the group size was slightly smaller than usual. Carlsen and Glenton (2011) found the average sample size is eight participants There were two groups of four professionals, and two groups of five.



Professional demographics

Professionals from each of the four focus groups are shown in Table 1. Most professionals were white, hearing, female, and QTODs. Whilst there was a range of years of experience and geographical location, most professionals had over 20 years’ experience and were working within the south of England. There were two SLTs practicing as AVTs.


TABLE 1 Whole group characteristics (n = 18).

[image: Table showing demographic data:   - Sex: 94% female (17), 6% male (1). - Profession: 55% QTOD (10), 39% SLT (7), 6% DCAMHS Professional (1). - Hearing Status: 78% hearing (14), 22% hard of hearing/deaf (4). - Years of Experience with 0–3 year-olds: 0–3 years 11% (2), 4–10 years 28% (5), 11–15 years 17% (3), 16–20 years 11% (2), over 20 years 33% (6). - Geographical Location: 38% England South (7), 17% England NE (3), 17% England NW (3), 11% Scotland (2), 11% Wales (2), 6% Northern Ireland (1). - Ethnicity: 6% East Asian (1), 6% White African (1), 82% White English/Welsh/Scottish/Irish (15), 6% White European (1).]



Setting

Due to the Coronavirus-19 pandemic, all four focus groups were conducted online via Zoom software. Professionals joined the meeting from work/home in a private room. Due to a range of hearing and deaf professionals attending these groups, there were between one and four non-participants in each meeting (technical support, closed captioners, and qualified British Sign Language (BSL)/English interpreters).



Topic guide development

This project is supported by a patient and public involvement (PPI) group of nine hearing parents of deaf children and eight hearing and deaf professionals, who collaborate with the first author as research partners and experts by experience. For the current study, the quantitative survey results (Curtin et al., 2023) were shared with the PPI group who co-created a topic guide (Supplementary Appendix A). The PPI group wanted to understand the motivations for assessing PCI, gain clarity on how professionals perceive the importance of the top ten skills identified in the survey (Supplementary Appendix B), and see if relationships existed across the parent behaviors. The PPI group raised the lack of an evidence base for families who use a home language other than English and families with children with additional needs. Questions were therefore created to probe best practices in relation to these two populations. Half of the professionals in Curtin et al. (2023) reported they regularly asked parents about their wellbeing. However, the PPI group experiences suggested this was not common and therefore it was pursued in the focus groups. Lastly, Curtin et al. (2023) reported that a quarter of professionals did not always set goals after PCI assessments, so the PPI group wanted to explore goal setting in more depth. Parents in the PPI group were particularly keen to hear what professionals do with assessment data as not all parents had experienced receiving feedback or goals following a PCI assessment.



Data collection

Professionals were sent the topic guide a week before attending their focus group. Each focus group lasted 90 min. All focus groups were recorded and then transcribed. Field notes were made during the sessions by first and second authors, to clarify understanding and note non-verbal expressions (e.g., head nodding, clapping).



Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was granted from City, University of London’s School of Health and Psychological Sciences Research Ethics Committee (ETH2021-0335). Professionals were not asked high-risk or controversial questions and questions remained focused on PCI assessment practice. Professionals gave their consent for direct quotes to be used in publications with real names redacted to protect confidentiality. All attendees (including non-participants) committed to a promise of confidentiality. To acknowledge their commitment, professionals were sent a £25 ‘thank you’ voucher.



Data analysis

All responses (spoken English and interpreted BSL) were transcribed into written English by either a live closed captioner or automatic transcription (i.e., OtterAI). The first author listened to each recording and made corrections to ensure accuracy. For initial coding, software NVivo 12 was used by the first author.

A seven-phase approach to reflexive thematic analysis was used to analyze the data (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Transcribed data were listened to during accuracy corrections, read and re-read, and then features of the data set coded. The first author clustered codes together into initial themes and presented these themes in a series of ‘case by code’ matrices, i.e., each participant was a case, not each focus group. These matrices (along with the transcripts) were then shared with the authorship team for review and refinement. Many of the smaller themes were pooled to create richer exploration of overarching topics. Themes were defined and named, and illustrative quotes were decided upon before producing a final report and coding tree (see Supplementary Appendix B). Participants names were replaced by labels linked to their profession and hearing status, e.g., “hearing SLT 1,” “deaf QToD 1.” Codes and themes were independently verified to ensure reliability of results between the first, second, and last author.



Reflexivity

We remind the reader this study aimed to provide further explanation to our quantitative survey results. The authorship team’s thematic analysis therefore had an inductive, semantic, and experiential orientation to the data. This means that coding and themes were organically driven by data, stayed close to the participants’ language, and had an essentialist approach, i.e., the analysis aimed to capture truth and reality from within the participants’ contributions - ‘a hermeneutics of empathy’ (Braun and Clarke, 2022, p.160). That said, the authors had a critical realism ontology that postulates a reality that exists beyond the researcher’s ideas, but also recognizes that the researcher is part of the world they are aiming to analyze, and that ‘human practices always shape how we experience and know’ (Braun and Clarke, 2022, p.168).

The first author and main contributor to data analysis acknowledges her own ‘situatedness’ as an insider researcher, a member of the group being studied. She is hearing, uses spoken English as her preferred language and is proficient in using British Sign Language (certified to level 6). She has much experience of working collaboratively with deaf QToDs and sign language instructors. She has also attended a foundation course in listening and spoken language (at Auditory Verbal UK). These experiences and courses mean that she values spoken and signed languages and for many children aged 0–3, recommends a bilingual / bimodal communicative approach for a multitude of cognitive, socio-emotional and language reasons. This perspective will have influenced interpretation of the findings below. In addition, the first author will have also been influenced by the aforementioned PPI group when the findings were shared with them. There was strong support for family-centered (not child-centered or mother-centered) assessment, with opportunities for sensitively given, direct feedback on PCI, provided at a pace that considered family readiness. Some of the PPI members’ experiences were different to the findings in the paper; they reported both a lack of PCI assessment feedback and information sharing between professionals.




Findings

Six themes were generated from the data and illustrated in Figure 1. A coding tree (Supplementary Appendix C) presents the journey toward each theme in relation to the research questions. Unless specifically stated, all professions shared similar views; due to manuscript length, this cannot be illustrated using dual or multiple quotes, therefore single profession quotes have been featured.
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FIGURE 1
Key themes illustrated.



Parents are key players in child language development

This theme speaks to how central parents are to a deaf child’s language development and why parents are important to assess. As their child’s most frequent and influential interlocutors, parents have the greatest impact on their child’s developmental outcomes. Parental use of helpful communicative behaviors leads to successful language learning. Observing a positive attachment between caregiver and child and how this can support positive social and emotional development was also regularly discussed.







	

	
‘So much research has shown the importance of parental involvement and how that leads to better outcomes for deaf children… That’s why we observe parents in the home 0–3, because that’s an important age and when they get most from the language input’ – deaf QTOD 2












	

	
‘When those important people use good interaction strategies around children then the outcomes are generally better’ – hearing SLT 1






For many parents, interacting with a deaf child is a new experience and requires a shift in how they might typically engage with their child. Professionals therefore deemed it is necessary to assess (or observe) parents’ skills to get a full picture of interaction at home, to ‘know what you’re working with’ (hearing, AVT 1), to ensure that language learning is at optimal, and to know where or how to provide support.







	

	
‘For me it’s connected with language. A lot of why I am observing is to see how this parent is interacting: Are they using visual strategies? Are they getting their child’s attention?… It’s important that they are learning to interact in that new way, in a visual way with their child, so [the child] can learn that language and have access to language’ – hearing QTOD 1






Efficiency in the use of professionals’ limited time and resources was a key driver in why assessing parents’ behaviors was considered important. Professionals described educating and upskilling parents as an ‘investment’ as they were potentially preventing further professional support later in the child’s life.







	

	
‘It doesn’t matter if we are the most amazing professionals in the world, and even if we have the luxury of having quite high input. If we see a child once or twice a week for an hour, it’s a drop in the ocean in that child’s life… If we can promote and build on strategies for good parent child interaction, that is what is going to make the difference’ – hearing QTOD 2






Assessing PCI had the added benefit of showcasing progress, both with the parent, but also with colleagues and line managers, where demonstrating accountability to had importance.







	

	
‘I think it’s also to qualify your time and the interventions, certainly in our area, they love a bit of data that shows progress and evidence of development’ - hearing TOD 3






Two QToDs shared historical resistance from managers for centralizing parents in their work rather than working directly with the child during the early years. One said ‘as far as they are concerned, we are teachers and we work with children’ (hearing, QTOD 3). They had spent considerable amounts of their time highlighting the evidence and financial gains of working with parents to legitimize working in a family-centered way. By contrast, SLTs did not report having that same barrier; PCI was quite a common feature to assess for many communication conditions in the early years.



Family first, then assessment

This theme represents four important factors that must be known, discussed, and established before embarking on a PCI assessment with a parent. These prerequisites were: culture and language of the home; general knowledge of child development and specific knowledge of each deaf child; parental wellbeing; and the parent-professional partnership.


Culture and language

Knowing which languages were used between the family, and which languages (if different) were used with the deaf child was important information. Heterogeneity exists across families as interaction behaviors will be influenced by their culture and context.







	

	
‘Eye contact and looking at people’s faces is culturally dependent… I think it’s important to acknowledge that you might need to change things because the child is deaf… but you need not assume something is wrong because you’re not seeing it. Actually, the child could be behaving completely appropriately within the bounds of what they see in their family’ - hearing, SLT 3






Working with interpreters and bilingual support workers was discussed, with a preference for the latter. Benefits included smooth communication between the professional and the family and increased skill in working effectively with a range of families due to the professionals’ improved cultural competence.







	

	
‘You don’t know what everybody’s culture is like, you can’t have that basis of knowledge for every single culture. So I’m very much trying to work with my colleagues, bilingual support workers. Interpreters sometimes even can give you an idea but you might not base your clinical judgments on it’ - hearing SLT 3






It was important that families used their home languages with their deaf child, so that parents felt comfortable, but also so that the deaf child was exposed to a rich, grammatically correct first language. Professionals acknowledged parental anxiety about doing this due to fears their deaf child would be unable to learn two spoken languages.







	

	
‘We do encourage parents who have English as an additional language to use the home language because they [the child] will be able to learn other languages more easily… I have parents saying to us “we don’t want to teach them our home language, we want them to learn English because that’s what they’ll be learning at school,” and it’s trying to kind of turn that on its head and say “well actually, it is important to learn your home language as well as English, if they learn the home language first, English will happen.” But sometimes it’s convincing the parents of that.’ - hearing QTOD 7






A diverse case was encountered within these discussions where one professional shared great concern with the blanket approach that all deaf children from non-English speaking families should learn the spoken language of the home. This professional felt that success in one or two spoken languages was dependent on hearing level and that severe to profoundly deaf children could struggle with this. They stressed the importance of access to a visual language for deaf children, especially for severe-profoundly deaf hearing aid users, or for deaf children who do not use any audiological devices, and raised the risk of language delay if the above was not considered.

When assessing PCI with families who use spoken languages other than English in the home, professionals encouraged parents to use songs, books, games, and other customs from their languages and culture. During these PCI observations, professionals described ‘stepping back’ and observing more; they looked at how the parent was using the home language and how they were engaging with their deaf child. Observations could still be made of the parents’ interaction skills and whether the child was responding with babble or imitations of the parent’s facial expression, gesture, tone, rhythm, or speech sounds.



Knowing the child

Knowing the ages and stages of child development and early communication enabled professionals to be more focused in their observations, e.g., noticing milestones as well as missing skills, or knowing the next step in development the child may be working toward. Learning about each child referred was discussed, i.e., their medical needs, emotional needs, additional diagnoses, level of deafness, use of technology, and whether any other professionals were involved.







	

	
‘For the child to achieve their linguistic and educational milestones…we need to look at the whole picture, their wellbeing, not just solely at their deafness and seeing them as someone who can’t hear. We need to think of them holistically’ – deaf DCAMHS professional 1






For deaf-plus children, knowing about their use of technology allowed for a better understanding of the child’s access to, or perception of, language and interaction.







	

	
‘For those children [with complex needs] you need to get as clear audiological information as you can… audiology and fitting of hearing aids is often left later than it should be, or it’s not pushed quite as well… For many of those children, that might be the sense that they are dependent upon’ - hearing QTOD 4






One professional shared her experiences of working with a deaf, partially-sighted child and how dual sensory needs impacted on both attention getting and on maintaining joint engagement. Deeper knowledge of the child allowed for a more context-specific, family-focused assessment of the deaf child and their family.

PCI assessments including deaf-plus children tended to be more child-focused where the child’s stage of development was sensitively considered using developmental trackers such as ‘Success from the Start’ (National Deaf Children’s Society, 2020). Professionals observed the methods used by the child to signal communicative intent, as these might differ from a typical trajectory. Parent interaction behaviors assessed would be the same, but the rate and pace at which new skills were expected or encouraged would be set by the child.







	

	
‘It’s looking at the child rather than the parents’ interaction… and I think that can come down to very, very small, fleeting moments… Being able to assess the interaction and pick up on those points, and then highlight those for parents to build on… It is more complex, it’s about breaking those stages down into very, very small parts depending on the child’s needs… I think it is about working through the same sort of stages, the same skills, but just at a different pace… at the child’s pace’ - hearing SLT 5








Parental wellbeing

If concerns about acceptance, early bonding, or self-efficacy existed, professionals would prioritize support around these areas. A confirmation of childhood deafness can be difficult for parents and spark additional emotions such as guilt, of not being good enough, and of not feeling skilled in how to communicate. For some, how they were told about their child’s deafness influenced acceptance, as it was negatively framed from the beginning.







	

	
‘The very most important thing to talk about is the parents’ feelings about their child… rather than the hearing aids or how they work… to make sure they’ve got that initial bonding and they’re enjoying their experience with their baby…. I do experience a few tears within the first visits and I’m okay with that. I think it’s a relief you know, parents sometimes need to express their emotions and bring out how they feel before they can move on’ - hearing QTOD 6






Consideration of parent readiness, and of the parent’s emotions should always be in the foreground and set the pace for any assessment and/or intervention plans. Providing unbiased information, that may need to be repeated, was important.







	

	
‘Some parents want to understand what does the audiogram say? Do the hearing aids make a difference? Will they always be deaf? Or was it my fault? Or, you can also have where they don’t want to know anything about the genetics or whatever, and they’ll say ‘We are happy to accept our child. We love him as he is’… You really have to read it, go at the family’s pace… be in tune with them’ - hearing QTOD 4












	

	
‘I think we try and make sure that our families are happy to ask us the same questions again and again… So you’re the gateway into this world, but I think we really have to be very careful not to be the gatekeeper into the world, we just need to make sure everybody has all the information’ - hearing SLT 5






Ways to check-in on, and support parental wellbeing included informally observing the bond between the parent and child, asking direct open questions such as “How are you feeling about your child’s audiology results?,” being willing to stop and listen to a parent’s struggles if they opened up or shared an experience, and being available to answer questions in-depth. Professionals acknowledged the need for boundaries and stressed the importance of supporting parental wellbeing within the capabilities of their role and skillset. Others felt a need to enhance their own skill development in having supportive conversations, and many mentioned the lack of counseling support services for parents of deaf children.







	

	
‘It’s not easy at all I don’t think… because some parents keep it altogether, altogether on the outside but actually when you have left, they are not dealing with it… their mental health is suffering. It’s always really difficult…’ - hearing, QTOD 5.






Deaf professionals did not share many experiences of explicitly asking parents how they felt about their child’s deafness, but instead three out of four noted that parents seemed to open up and ask them questions about their lived experiences as a deaf child and adult.







	

	
‘When I go out to their homes, I feel like, in their environment, the parents are quite relaxed… I do find they like to off load. I don’t know if it’s because I am deaf myself, they feel they can confide in me. I talk about my own experiences, and they really like that’– deaf QTOD 2






Professionals recognized that within teams, parents may confide in some professionals and not others and so the sharing of information across teams was important and helpful. This was particularly noted by some SLTs in the group, who felt that QTODs may have better connections with families as they have known the family longer and have more contact time with them.

Providing parent-to-parent support was reported to be another helpful way of supporting parental wellbeing. This ranged from establishing formal parent groups to connecting parents with one another that shared the same culture, language, or case history. Not all parents were ‘group people’ and so professionals’ sensitivity toward parents’ personalities and preferences was required, i.e., a parent who may not be ready for a parent-to-parent meet immediately should be offered another invite later in the support journey.







	

	
‘I think sharing experiences with each other is very helpful. I think parents like speaking to other parents rather than the professionals … speaking to another parent is much more relaxing. And you know, there’s always other parents that have been through the same thing and I think they quite like that’ - hearing QTOD 7








Parent/professional relationship

Establishing a partnership based in support and trust and shared responsibility was important for two identified purposes. Firstly, by getting to know a parent and building a genuine, open and honest relationship, parents began to develop trust in professionals and this could lead to them sharing their worries and concerns. Secondly, a parent who felt safe, supported, and seen as an equal partner was more likely to receive the assessment and ongoing support well and build their own efficacy.







	

	
‘Through talking to them, getting to know them and building their trust… the more you get to know a parent, the more you notice if they seem a little off, like they are struggling or stressed… But I think you have got to build that relationship with them so they are comfortable answering those [wellbeing focused] questions as well’- hearing QTOD 1









Real-life assessments for real-life support

This theme describes professionals’ reflections on working with families effectively, suggesting that a ‘real-life’ assessment of PCI enabled ‘real-life’ support that made sense for each family. Observing others, being in the home, observing daily routines, and using video were helpful in accurately capturing the child’s real communication experiences. Joint-working was also discussed in this theme.


Not just the mother and deaf child

Many professionals described very busy family homes where there were multiple children present with the parent. Professionals acknowledged the value of observing interaction between only the parent and the deaf child, but also highlighted how unlike real family life this was, as the parent would rarely have one child with them at one time. Instead, real-life dynamics and interactions should be observed at home, so that advice or support following the assessment was relevant, family-centered, and applicable to the family’s situation. The value of observing fathers, other partners, and grandparents was also shared especially if they are one of the deaf child’s regular communication partners.







	

	
‘I am working with a family with two profoundly deaf twin babies… and a [hearing] sibling that is a little bit older… From my perspective, it would be ‘how are the interactions’? Because that is what happens all day every day.’ – hearing QTOD 2








Home is most natural

Observing interaction in the home was incredibly valuable and yielded ‘a gift of information’ (hearing QTOD 3). Home provided the most ‘normal circumstances’ for the family to be observed in, representative of everyday life.







	

	
‘The home environment is better; it’s a very good environment to observe parents because that’s where they are most of the time. And… for the children, it’s their natural environment’ – deaf QTOD 2






Whilst home was the most popular setting for a PCI assessment, many observations also happened at nurseries, clinics, and toddler groups. Each setting provided challenges and benefits with regards to the environment and therefore further insights into the family’s PCI. Some QToDs queried the differences in assessment results generated by SLTs versus QToDs, as QToDs observed parental interaction primarily in homes and SLTs observed interactions primarily in clinical settings. Although, some SLTs had the flexibility to observe the deaf child in a range of settings.



Looking at play, and daily routines too

Professionals valued the ‘to and fro’ opportunities between a parent and child that play provided, the range of parental skill that could be observed, as well as the fun, joy, and connection experienced by parent and child. Some professionals warned about arriving and then leaving with a box of toys for the assessment because appraising parents’ interaction behaviors with unfamiliar items demanded even more improvisation and creativity.

Daily care routines such as nappy changing, dressing, mealtimes, bath times, were acknowledged as equally useful to observe. These activities happened with such frequency, particularly with infants aged 0–3, and so provided good opportunities for optimizing parents’ everyday communication skills. When deciding which part of home life to assess, professionals take the parent’s lead.







	

	
‘Sometimes you have to be guided by the parents, because… one of the most important things is that parents feel comfortable and that they have their own sense of ability to do this’ – hearing SLT 5






For a small number of families with deaf-plus infants, play could be seen as a luxury, particularly if there are multiple medical-based routines to get through in a day. As above, observations with these families might be context bound and family-led, to reduce any burden associated with setting up the assessment.







	

	
‘A lot of the parent child interaction occurs around fulfilling those medical needs… I have got lots of these children… A wonderful parent said to me ‘once I make sure I have kept him alive, there is not much time left for play’… For those parents, if you don’t assess it [interaction] within that context, then you could put a lot of extra pressure on them.’ – hearing SLT 3






Assessing parent-child interaction was informal. An unstructured, often incidental, observational approach was used either in the home or at parent groups, where the parent might not be aware they were being observed.







	

	
‘Obviously we’re working and we’re professional, but at the same time, I’m keeping it in that sort of manner that feels informal and relaxed. I almost observe people without them realizing that are being observed because you naturally just see stuff and think ‘that was brilliant” – deaf QTOD 1








Video as a window to real life

Using video to capture a PCI assessment had many benefits: greater accuracy; easier to reflect with parents on the skills observed in play-back; opportunities to watch segments repeatedly; the ability to spot things they missed live; the possibility of leaving the parent and child alone so the interaction could be more natural; video provided a measure or baseline for progress; and lastly with permission, professionals could share clips with other members of the child’s Multi-Disciplinary Team (MDT).







	

	
‘The benefit was to be able to look back on it and pick it apart. I think it is invaluable, it’s like having that second person there isn’t it? When you can sit back and re watch it, you can look from a removed point of view a bit more’ - hearing QTOD 3






Some professionals routinely filmed every session or visit, reporting that parents got used to being filmed and were not aware of the camera after a few sessions. Some services allowed parents to upload or send in their own videos for professionals to view. This flexible provision worked better for some families and children; these videos were often in alternative settings – at the park or at the shops, and at alternative times, e.g., mealtime. These videos offered a more effective or efficient way of capturing multiple aspects of family life and provided professionals with more opportunities to give parents advice and praise.







	

	
‘I’ve had some really lovely clips sent to me, interaction clips that have been with grandparents, or with dad to visit his sister… clips without any tension. They’re just what they would do themselves and keep on their phone or show to a friend’ – hearing QToD 4






With focus groups held online because of Coronavirus-19, many professionals mentioned the pandemic and the benefits that video use/telehealth brought. For example, other MDT professionals (i.e., from NDCAMHS or cochlear implant centers) joined the call as ‘silent observers’ and then participated in discussions nearer the end of the session. Those who held a more dispersed national or regional caseload, found being able to remotely ‘enter’ a range of family homes in 1 day incredibly enlightening, providing ‘closer to real life’ (hearing AVT 2) observations than seen at their center or hospital setting. Lastly, remote sessions provided a reality check in terms of each individual family’s set up. During the pandemic, parents were mostly seen at home with all other family members present, therefore a better depiction of weekend or evening life was presented. These ‘real deal’ observations led to a more real or aligned offering of support.







	

	
‘It’s been different over lockdown and COVID… I see one child with ANSD [Auditory Neuropathy Spectrum Disorder] that is in a home of 10 children. Seven live at home and it’s only by looking online when we do the Zoom, that you realize how busy, particularly if they say “yes, I’ll see you at six pm,” and there’s literally, people floating you know, pass the whole [uses sign to show people walking passed the camera, uses sign to show busyness] which you don’t get when you go on a home visit because you tend to go to at 11 a.m. or 9 a.m. or whatever, and everybody’s gone to school and it’s definitely given me a totally different insight into what you can also realistically expect when you give advice, because sometimes I think we can be a little unrealistic’ – hearing QToD 4






Whilst the consensus was that video was helpful, concerns around the acceptability, practicalities, and implications of video or remote working were raised. For example, some services do not have filming equipment or do not allow its use. Others felt there were legal or safeguarding issues with both the secure sending and receiving of child-based videos, as well as how and where to safely store the videos (both in terms of security and in the practical sense of storage/capacity of servers). Others noted the hindrances of travelling with cameras, tripods, and chargers, but also how arriving with, and setting up, this equipment roused the interest of other children and pets whilst family members were trying to focus. Others remarked that, during the pandemic, seeing family life through a static lens was limiting and they sometimes missed important moments off camera. Further, the pandemic created a barrier to accessing low-income families where the digital divide was most prevalent. Professionals also acknowledged the self-consciousness of some parents and how setting up a camera could be problematic as the activity seemed more formal and parents felt under pressure.

Professionals felt that including video use as part of the proposed assessment’s protocol might help drive change for more resistant local authorities or trusts to allow more filming and encourage discussions about the transfer and storage of videos. Another recommendation to help alleviate these difficulties was to use the family’s recording devices in the home.







	

	
‘If they are up for it, use the parent’s phone… I know that means, you then you can’t go away and look at it and think about it, but it’s certainly a way to look at it together. It means you’re very much thinking on your feet but then you bypass the thing about storing video’ – hearing QTOD 2








Optimal PCI assessment requires joint working

Professionals spoke of effective and less effective joint working in relation to a range of contexts and disciplines. Many QToDs and SLTs discussed working jointly. This included attending child progress meetings, attending home visits to the family together, jointly running a parent group, attending hospital-based appointments with families or hospital-based professionals joining a home-based session. Many professionals acknowledged there was huge overlap in the areas of focus for SLTs and QToDs, i.e., parent wellbeing, audiology, language, and listening, therefore clearly outlining who was doing what was important for joint-working and for families. Key benefits of joint working highlighted by professionals were the opportunity to sound board and ‘bounce ideas off one another’ (deaf QToD 1), deepen clinical discussions, and develop better understanding around the child and family. The benefits of joint working for families included fewer appointments, fewer assessments, less of a burden for the family to repeat information, broader expertise involved with each child’s care, and joined-up, holistic care.







	

	
‘Some skills can be very fleeting. I’ve asked other colleagues to look at something and I’ll say, “I think I’ve seen X,” particularly profoundly deaf children with complex needs. And if somebody else can look at it, you know, with a different eye, a speech and language therapist, whoever you happen to work with, that’s really helpful’ – hearing QToD 4






Joint working between QTODs and SLTs was less successful when professionals had very stretched caseloads, when there was less deafness expertise, and when teams were geographically spread out. For example, language and communication was a common need for many children living in areas of greater poverty. This impacted QToDs’ and SLTs’ capacity for joint working and joint visits as both were stretched in terms of caseload capacity.

Hearing and deaf professionals regularly discussed the importance and value of working with deaf colleagues. Deaf professionals who were native signers shared a complete fluency of communication with the deaf children they worked with, and self-reported as having deaf identity at the center of their work. They helped to build rapport with the child, to identify the needs of the child and family, and to model successful ways of interacting. It was important that families had access to successful deaf adults both as role models for the deaf child, and in offering the family the possibility to envisage what their deaf child may achieve in the future. Families also learnt and appreciated the value of sign language as an alternative way to communicate.







	

	
‘What is important is that the parents have access to both hearing and deaf people. Usually, parents gravitate toward hearing professionals and follow the advice that they get from them, sorry for the terminology, but the idea of ‘curing deafness’… but actually what they need to learn is that language is what is the most important of all. It’s about the child being able to express themselves… Deaf people have the lived experience. They have grown up deaf in this world and so we need to talk to them about the journey of language acquisition’ – deaf DCAMHS professional 1






A lack of deaf professionals who work with deaf children could impact families and professionals’ learning and development, and families’ hopes for their child as they grow up.







	

	
‘I think a weakness around the UK and generally, is that at these initial points of contact, these people are not deaf. And personally, I think that that’s wrong. I think it is vitally important to have deaf professionals involved in this whole journey, so that a child and their family can see what kind of person they can grow up to be when they’re older… it’s so important to have role models, to have people being professional, particularly deaf people, because there aren’t enough out there generally working at this level. I think that that should be a basic within services’ - deaf QToD 3









A cluster, not a single skill

This theme describes which parent behaviors professional prioritize in their PCI assessments. Professionals were presented with the top 10 parent behaviors most assessed by professionals during PCI assessments [Supplementary Appendix B: survey data from Curtin et al. (2023)]. Professionals agreed these parent behaviors were beneficial for the development of all languages, signed and spoken, and would therefore be relevant to assess within any parent-child dyad, providing the cultural diversity of the family was considered.







	

	
‘I think it doesn’t matter. You should have the same approach, the same method and same way of assessing regardless of language’ – deaf DCAMHS professional 1






Whilst the behaviors were listed in order of how frequently they were assessed in practice, focus group discussions reflected that these do not necessarily mean they are in order of importance. Two viewpoints surfaced in relation to this. First, that parent behaviors needed to be assessed within a cluster in order to holistically capture the PCI, i.e., observed all at once.







	

	
‘What I was thinking was ‘Is there a hierarchy? Are any of those more important than the others?’ When I went down the list, I was trying to think what if I had to put them in order which one would I do first and I really struggled with that, which made me think that most of those on there are of equal importance.’ - hearing SLT 3






In contrast, others felt the list was more of a progression: earlier fundamental skills underpinned later, more sophisticated skills. For example, ‘parent is genuinely interested and involved’ (number six in the list) was viewed as a foundation behavior, a potential driver of change and, if not present, the first stumbling block in observing and/or supporting PCI.







	

	
‘Without that involvement and interest and emotional availability, I think it’s difficult to focus on any skill’ – hearing QTOD 5






The parent waiting for the child to look before communicating (number one) was also raised as the first behavior professionals looked out for because in their view, if the parent was not practicing that, then not much else would be perceived by the child. Many parents may need this skill explained and modeled as they may be unfamiliar to this way of interacting and could easily forget that a child not looking might mean the child was not listening or receiving language.







	

	
‘That’s one of the first things that I look at, the parent to wait for the child to look. Besides I just know from my own experience, if someone talks to me without getting my attention, I would miss half of the information. I haven’t got what they said, so I know the importance of eye contact. Parents do sometimes get frustrated because they’re very young to maintain eye contact, children are so distracted, but it’s important to start young and then hopefully it develops’ – deaf QTOD 2






Professionals mentioned that the child’s age and/or stage would alter the level of ‘looking’ a parent could or should expect, particularly for younger babies, or infants with additional needs, where head control or neurodiversity could have an impact on successful eye contact. They suggested that ‘face watching is enough sometimes’ (hearing SLT 5).

Another fundamental skill discussed was parental responsivity, a parent following their child’s lead, being attentive to their child’s needs and communicative intents and responding appropriately (number two). Professionals felt if this, often innate behavior was not observed, extra support for the parent would be required.







	

	
‘Following the child’s lead is one of the most important ones and goes hand in hand with joint attention… For me they are the core ones that have to be there from the beginning… A lot of the other things kind of follow on from that’ – hearing QToD 2






Professionals shared their insights on parents who became good observers of their child, they would notice many or every child contribution to the interaction, particularly early initiations such as eye movements or legs tensing. A parent noticed these behaviors would naturally provide more contingent and effective language input.

Rather than a cluster or progression, a minority group shared an alternative view that the mode of language used by the parents, and the child’s access to spoken language, would dictate where to begin with PCI. For example, if the child was nearly 3 years old, had been bilaterally implanted successfully at 1 year, and was developing age-appropriate spoken English, then face watching or eye contact would not be prioritized, but instead professionals would progress to joint attention on objects whilst listening. However, if a child of the same age was severely deaf, with or without hearing aids, then the parent waiting for the child to look would be the priority and starting point (if not already established).

Professionals identified parent behaviors missing from the top 10 list of most assessed skills. A popular skill raised by many professionals was the parent waiting or pausing to give the child time and space to make an initiation, take a turn, or join in with the play.







	

	
‘Does the parent wait for a child to actually start some communication so they have a lead to follow? Rather than thinking it’s the parent starting an interaction all of the time. Waiting is something that helps the parent become more responsive to their child’ - hearing SLT 2






Six other skills identified by professionals as missing from the list included: joint attention; the parent engaging in balanced, communicative turn taking with their child; the parent using a range of different word types (nouns, adjectives, verbs) within their interactions; the parent labeling items and offering choices rather than simply giving items; the parent being in an appropriate position to the child; and the parent becoming less intrusive, less directive, and asking fewer questions. Professionals felt these last three skills needed to be explicitly stated as separate skills rather than falling under the category of ‘responsiveness’ or ‘following the child’s lead’ as they currently appeared in the list.

Some professionals felt that educating parents on the concept of language was important, stating that it was important to notice, accept, and encourage any form of first language as this provided a building block to developing future skills in bilingualism, bi-modalism, and or multilingualism. Professionals shared how their services and professional groups were now more focused on the importance of language, communication, and the whole child, rather than sole-focus on listening, spoken language, and speech sound production. There was acknowledgement that this shift in attitude was not universal.







	

	
‘All the ToDs and SLTs were pushing for oralism. But then the last 10 years, there’s been a really good shift of attitude. Now we are all in agreement, we’re all focused on language, not just speech, but language, whether it is BSL, or spoken language or bilingualism. We focus on that, and we are all on the same page here’ – deaf QTOD 2








Inform, empower, and collaborate

This theme links to the transformative process that between parent and professionals when reviewing the PCI assessment video. The importance of taking the time to share assessment data with parents was discussed. Parents then understood the purpose of the assessment, became informed, and began to share power and responsibility for their child’s progress.







	

	
‘Parents need to be informed. Otherwise, they just feel like they don’t understand, thinking why is this person seeing me?’ – hearing AVT 2












	

	
‘It gives the parents a chance to see themselves, see for themselves’ - deaf TOD 3






Highlighting positive parent behaviors (no matter how prominent initially) and the impact they have on the child’s response or turn was regarded as an empowering activity for parents within the assessment review. It raised parents’ awareness of the behaviors that were supporting their child’s communicative development, and brought suggestion that parents could be the catalyst for change, especially when the importance of the skill was explored in-depth or supported with research.







	

	
‘Just reiterating the importance of those [parent behaviors] can be the indicator of change that is needed in order to support the progress… just being conscious that they are doing it is quite key’ hearing SLT 1












	

	
‘You can pick out some lovely interactions and show evidence to the parent, and show them the difference that it made to their child… Video shows you so much that you don’t see live in the moment’ - hearing SLT 3






Gaining feedback from parents was also seen as an important part of the cycle, with many professionals suggesting that parents should lead discussions on their own communicative strengths as well as any improvements they would like to work toward.







	

	
‘We are constantly monitoring, feeding back, getting feedback from the parents… that is a really important part of the process. It’s a holistic process, involving the parents…. We would share all we have with parents, and parents are always aware of the purpose of the assessment …we take a very positive approach. We focus on the strengths’ - deaf DCAMHS professional 1






Positive feedback empowered the parent to continue using the skills identified and discussed in the assessment review. Parents began to capitalize on their innate skills more consciously. It was felt this strengths-based approach was better than ‘it might be helpful to try this new behavior’ as this was disempowering for the parent and shifted the ‘expertise’ to the professional.







	

	
‘It [watching back a videoed assessment] shows the parent that they can make progress with their child. You can show the family that they can make the difference. And that’s what we want to do. We don’t want to be showing that we can make the difference, we want to show that they can make a difference with their child’s progress’ - hearing QTOD 6






Professionals noted by regularly offering parents the opportunity to video and review their PCI, parental empowerment developed further. Parents became more at ease with seeing themselves in recordings, and became more skilled and observant in noticing their own behaviors and the impact they had.







	

	
‘Just over time, with doing it [videoing interaction] regularly, it becomes much more natural and an ingrained part of early practice. More relaxed conversations of noticing the interactions occur, and it’s a good way of noticing progress’ - hearing QTOD 6






Some professionals felt that the review process (informing and empowering the parent) helped to build a trusting relationship between parent and professional. Deciding on next steps would then be done jointly with the parent taking the lead and the professional scaffolding the discussion. This approach ensured the parent embraced the work and increased their engagement and involvement.







	

	
‘Being collaborative with parents with your goal setting…. Saying, ‘we’ve seen this, this, and this today… which would you like to do more of?’ Opening it to them. What do you think is achievable? Which one can you most readily apply into your daily routine?’ – hearing SLT 1






One professional mentioned that whilst they might have a preferential target in mind for the parent following the review, a collaborative approach was more effective and therefore required ‘being a bit more open minded, sitting back and taking the parent’s lead’ (hearing QToD 6).



Goals, no goals, and goals for whom?

Explicitly collaborating with parents to decide on parent-focused goals was not a feature of every professional’s practice. This range is explored within this theme. Firstly, most SLTs, both AVTs and the DCAMHS professional described having quite clear parent and child focused aims that were written up, decided upon with parents, shared across the support team, and regularly reviewed. Having goals for the parent would help facilitate change in their young deaf infants.







	

	
‘It’s looking at play with purpose. … Where do we need to get to? … Whether you’re a teacher of deaf children or a speech and language therapist, you’re there to help the family progress from one stage to the next… and explain the purpose of what you’re going to be working on next… Now, whether it’s a child with complex needs, and they need to have micro steps, but they need to be there’ - hearing AVT 2






Others reported to take a more informal approach, where a goal was considered and noted down by the professional but perhaps not shared with the parent. There was a nuanced belief that perhaps goals were for deaf children, not for their parents.







	

	
‘I develop goals, but not, you know, like we would in school… where you have an IEP (individualized educational plan) or a statement or whatever. For me it’s something that I just know. I put in my notes “we are working on this.” It’s not something I am ticking off and assessing in a formal way’ - hearing QTOD 1












	

	
‘I think a lot of the language type targets are goals and they are written down “this is what we are working towards,” but I can honestly say, I don’t write down ‘these are the targets for the parent in terms of the parent child interaction’ and share that with the parent’ - hearing SLT 2






Professionals explained why goal setting for parents can be problematic. One common reason discussed was in relation to families who had deaf-plus infants. These families can often have multiple objectives to work on, and professionals preferred to reduce parental burden and not add to it.







	

	
‘I’ve found they often get a lot of targets and goals. Parents may very well decide that they want to focus on one particular area, it might be the physical needs at that particular time… I would actually ask them what they feel their priority is at the moment’ – hearing QToD 4






Another reason provided was that goals could be overwhelming for a new parent who has many appointments to go to and many visits to host. Using the term ‘goal’ was debated also, with one professional suggesting less pressured phrases such as “how we can help.”







	

	
‘Rather than saying ‘this is going to be the goal’ (because we don’t want to not achieve the goal either), we want to make sure that it’s an achievable, fun thing to do with the child, and a natural thing to do in everyday routine… They just can feel overwhelmed, no other parents seem to have goals. You know, I don’t want to make it any different from another parent bringing up a child. I want them to do their communication and language in the most natural way, routine way, throughout the day’ – hearing QToD 6






Professionals felt it difficult, forced and unrealistic to set goals with or for families who were not as engaged or open to professionals’ support. Another professional reported difficulty in creating goals with families who struggled to make decisions about their child’s future language or educational setting.







	

	
‘They wanted him to be oral, they wanted him to sign. They didn’t kind of stick with anything and it was actually hard to create a goal for them because they didn’t know what they wanted. And every time I tried to suggest something, it was kind of “no we don’t want that,” but they didn’t have an idea of what they did want’ – hearing QTOD 7






Some parents liked monitoring their child by using developmental journals such as ‘Success from the Start’ (National Deaf Children’s Society, 2020). After mapping out their child’s current stages of development, professionals would engage in informal discussion around the activities the parent could do with the child, but no parent-focused goals would be set. Conversely, some parents disliked developmental trackers as it highlighted skills not yet achieved by their child. Whilst all professionals seemed to be working toward progressing the deaf child and their parents, goal setting was a ‘case by case thing, depending on where the parent was at, and what would work well for them’ (hearing QToD 1).




Discussion

This study aimed to explain why and how early interventionists working with deaf infants aged 0–3 assess parents’ interaction skills as part of their practice. Hearing and deaf professionals attended focus groups, steered by a topic guide that was influenced by a large UK survey (Curtin et al., 2023) and co-produced by the authors and a patient and public involvement group.

This study set out to understand the importance of assessing parent behaviors. Professionals placed parents at the core of their rationales for assessment; they were well-versed in the evidence base, they acknowledged how central parents are for language development, how expert they are in understanding their own children, and how parent involvement should be a core focus of professional practice. Parents and primary caregivers are known to be important for language learning (Rowe, 2012); children must be exposed to language to learn it. Recent PCI research in hearing dyads reports that levels of language exposure and conversational turns between parent and child impact language processing over and above quantity of words (Romeo et al., 2018). Houston (2022) argues that the association between language input and language outcomes for deaf and hard of hearing children are more complex because of four differences: total language input; accessible language input; attended-to language input; and language co-ordinated with cognitive level. Houston recommends that early interventionists enhance parents’ knowledge, self-efficacy, and skill so that each deaf child receives accessible, developmentally appropriate language in their family context. As such, it seems paramount that professionals assess parents’ interaction skills to know where in the language input framework to begin providing support.

Informing, empowering, and collaborating with parents was the most important and powerful theme and implication generated from the data, and aligns with the recommendations made in the Family-Centered Early Intervention (FCEI) consensus paper by Moeller et al. (2013). In the present study, professionals said that by educating parents in the assessment process before it begins and then taking time to review the assessment together, an informed, empowered, and conscious parent developed. The parent was more aware of how their interactions could influence their child’s language development. Parental self-efficacy (parents’ beliefs about their ability to successfully perform in their parenting role) has been shown to lead to improved maternal language input (DesJardin, 2006; DesJardin and Eisenberg, 2007) and child language development (Niparko et al., 2010; Cruz et al., 2013). Further, in the current study professionals said that by both parent and professional focusing on the positives seen in assessment, parents experienced specific positive feedback on skills they already have. This aligns with Szarkowski and Brice’s (2016) Positive Psychology Framework, where parents are encouraged to think of the positive, joyous experiences that come with parenting a deaf child. When they did, parents reported a transformative effect, whereby simply spending time in the joy of their child and the parenting process, parents felt positive, grateful, and experienced growth. Davenport et al. (2021) reported that parents need to feel they are competent and capable in their role as language models to fully enhance a deaf child’s language growth. This current study suggests this shift can be gained through assessment, shared review, education, coaching, collaboration, and time with deaf professionals.

Another aim of the study was to understand how PCI assessments influence professionals’ practice. Professionals said that reviewing the PCI assessment together fostered a balance of power and shared responsibility. This shared focus, shared analysis, and shared drive to make progress led to collaborative decision-making for goal setting and intervention planning. Whilst it was clear most professionals practiced this way, there was some divergence between the professionals in the focus groups. Interestingly, this was also seen within the survey data, where 76% of professionals always created goals and 24% sometimes did (Curtin et al., 2023). Professionals in our study showed sensitivity to not creating goals where parent readiness, acceptance and engagement was not achieved. In the wider, hearing literature on PCI, parents also report on their needs in terms of readiness (i.e., child and family preparedness, acceptance, and capacity to take part), with a view that their engagement is facilitated through a supportive parent-professional relationship (O’Toole et al., 2021). Prior to setting goals and considering intervening, it is recommended that professionals attune to parental wellbeing, and discuss parent’s expectations and involvement (Levickis et al., 2020). Goal setting with parents is a prominent feature across many disciplines, e.g., physiotherapy and occupational therapy (Vroland-Nordstrand et al., 2018; Harniess et al., 2021) and their ‘attainment’ is often linked to motivation and engagement. In the current study, there were some queries around who goals should be for (i.e., children or parents). Goal-focused conversations are generally accepted as tools used for skill improvement and behavior change (Schenk et al., 2023) and are therefore essential in helping parents (the people within PCI with the greatest capacity to change) to adapt their behaviors in interaction.

Across four of the remaining five themes was the acknowledgement of great complexity when observing PCI within real-life, family life contexts. When investigating how a best-practice assessment of PCI might be conducted, professionals argued for ‘true to life’ assessments that acknowledged factors often unmentioned (or excluded) in research such as the influence of siblings, multiple caregivers, the home environment, parental wellbeing, deaf-plus children, and / or families who use languages other than English. Further, professionals advocated for PCI assessments of play and daily routines, in order to fully capture what happens in the home environment.

Professionals agreed it was impossible to select the single most important skill to assess in PCI and that it was similarly difficult to assess any one skill in isolation from others. They agreed that the top ten most-assessed parent skills generated from the survey (Curtin et al., 2023) were beneficial for all languages and all needs. Parental engagement and sensitivity were given particular mention across the focus groups, perhaps because of their well evidenced importance in PCI with deaf infants (Vohr et al., 2010; Ambrose, 2016). Face watching and eye contact were also picked out from the top ten list. Most SLTs and QToDs included these visual behaviors in their PCI assessments, as they regarded them important for learning sign and or spoken language. A small group of professionals in our study focused less on these. Professionals felt joint attention and balanced turn taking between parent and child were core behaviors missing from the top ten list. This also aligns with multiple studies that have shown the positive relationship between deaf children’s language scores and time spent in co-ordinated (or mutual) joint engagement (Gale and Schick, 2008; Cejas et al., 2014; Dirks and Rieffe, 2019).

Because professionals were unable to select the most important parent behavior to assess, they used multi-simultaneous skill observation to analyze PCI. This is in stark contrast to the PCI research base on deaf infants, where mostly one or two features of parental interaction are under the microscope, the context is play, and participants are mostly monolingual, mother-child dyads, observed in labs (Curtin et al., 2021). Whilst this is the majority, there are notable papers that include father-child dyads (Loots and Devisé, 2003; Loots et al., 2005; Wille et al., 2019) and report on a range of language used between parent and child (Vohr et al., 2010). These findings suggest a need for ethnographic research conducted in the home environment, observing families (not just mothers and their deaf children) during a range of daily activities, throughout a day, or week, or perhaps longer. Research undertaken with hearing families [see the systematic review by Holme et al. (2022)] increasingly features researchers capturing interactions within daily routines, in homes, using video and audio-based recording equipment. There are some recent studies with deaf infants that seek to capture interactions throughout the whole day (Brock and Bass-Ringdahl, 2021) or during activities such as mealtimes (Smolen et al., 2021) but these embrace audio-only recording software (LENA belts) which therefore limits the perspective on PCI with deaf infants.

For deaf-plus children, another layer of complexity was reflected. Professionals reported a slightly adapted approach where the professional needed to know the child’s additional condition(s) and how their development, in association with their deafness, might be impacted. Professionals felt that these families needed to have a more child-focused assessment where parent and professional looked at the child’s communicative intent first, rather than the parent’s behavior. This shift in assessment focus aligns with research from Turner Dougherty and Day (2022), who also suggest that families with deaf-plus children require an independent lens for assessment and intervention. Professionals in the current study also felt that assessment and support needed to follow the same trajectory as typically developing deaf children, maintaining high expectations, but at a slower pace. Lastly, the goal-setting stage needed strong collaboration with parents as a communication focus may be lower on their priority list, when compared to nutrition or physical needs. Parents of deaf-plus infants can feel less confident in their parenting skills due to the complexity of their child’s needs and can also feel as though they have less involvement in their child’s daily activities, perhaps due to the high number of services planning and participating in their child’s schedule (Turner Dougherty and Day, 2022). The ‘inform, empower and collaborate’ findings are even more essential with this group, ensuring that parents feel confident, involved, and in control of making informed decisions about their communication behaviors and goals. ‘Complex Needs, Complex Challenges’ (McCracken and Pettitt, 2011) reported the lived experience of 50 parents of deaf-plus infants and made a series of recommendations for professionals on assessment: provide rigorous and timely assessments; ensure parents are made aware of the purpose and findings; actively include parents in the assessment process as they can help build a picture of needs; value the importance of parental expertise; offer a flexible approach in terms of re-assessment and location; provide effective, coordinated care between all multi-agency teams – sharing information between services as well as parents; and discussions about approach should follow assessment. Many of these recommendations aligned with our professionals’ contributions on best practice with this population (and with deaf children more generally).

A final layer of complexity mentioned by professionals was supporting families with deaf infants who do not use English at home. The need for culturally competent and responsive services is necessary in deafness, where respect to each family’s cultural and linguistic diversity is given (Yoshinaga-Itano, 2014). Successful ways of working within multilingualism included finding out about the languages used and the culture of the home, involving bilingual co-workers and interpreters in sessions, encouraging the home language be used with the child, and encouraging songs, books, and games from the family’s culture to be used during PCI assessments in the home. During PCI assessment, some professionals reported a ‘stepped-back’ approach. This meant professionals were looking more to the visual parent behaviors within engagement and parental sensitivity (face watching, joint attention, warmth, genuine interest) and then relied on colleagues for language content and cultural brokering. Research into the language outcomes of deaf multilinguals is scarce. A review of 22 studies on this population (Crowe, 2018) produced diverse results due to the range of ages, languages and domains of speech and language development assessed. Studies found deaf multilingual learners had better outcomes (in speech perception, Sininger et al., 2010), similar outcomes (in speech production, Bunta et al., 2016) or worse outcomes (in vocabulary skills, Deriaz et al., 2014) than their comparison groups. With such a limited evidence base and variable outcomes, it is not surprising that, within our study, some tension existed in the advice that professionals give parents, but mostly professionals felt it was important to promote multilingualism.

A way of successfully negotiating these layers of complexity was multi-professional joint working. Professionals were able to list many benefits of joint-working such as being able to sound-board off one another, being able to build a more holistic view of the family and child, building a better suited package of care for families, and reducing the burden on families to repeat assessments and/or repeat information. Holzinger et al. (2022) recommend regular multi-professional assessment and monitoring as a way of ensuring that each early interventionist is offering support that is effective in strengthening the functioning of the family, supporting wellbeing, and building capacity in parent-child interaction strategies. In our data set, many hearing and deaf professionals were able to identify the merits of working with and learning from deaf QToDs, Deaf Language Specialists (Hoskin et al., 2023), and/or deaf CAMHS professionals. Deaf professionals have lived experience, a unique way of perceiving, making sense of, and supporting complexity too. Known benefits for involving a range of deaf adults within family-centered early intervention include reductions in parental stress and increased confidence (Hintermair, 2000), the opportunity for parents to envisage success for their children (Rogers and Young, 2011), parents learning a range of visual strategies to assist with language learning (Humphries et al., 2012), and deaf adults being role models for families and deaf children (Cawthon et al., 2016; Gale, 2021). Our data suggests another benefit; parents seem to have a willingness to open up, ‘offload’ and confide in deaf professionals, without prompt questions around their wellbeing.

A resource regularly mentioned by professionals to aid with accurately capturing busy, multi-layered, family-child interactions was the use of video. Video, as many professionals shared, offered a chance to capture complexity and shine a light on real life. It also provided the opportunity to freeze-frame multifaceted moments and reflect upon them with parents, accounting for multiple behaviors simultaneously. Playback of short video segments or ‘thin slices’ of interaction to represent a parent and child’s natural pattern of interaction is a well-used, well-evidenced methodology, especially within Video Interaction Guidance Therapy (Landor et al., 2011). Video recordings provide an opportunity for ‘micro-analysis’ (Trevarthen, 1980) and partnership working with parents (Cummins, 2021). Its use for outcome measurement in parent-implemented interventions is well documented in research with hearing (O’Hara et al., 2019) and deaf populations (James et al., 2012; Lam-Cassettari et al., 2015; Ambrose et al., 2023). Video feedback is often recommended as a tool to use in family-centred early intervention with deaf infants (Mood et al., 2020) and from our data set, it would seem that this is because video allowed a parent to ‘see’ and seeing led to understanding which then led to empowerment and behavior change. Whilst most of our study’s professionals were aware of the benefits of video use, it was clear that not all services use it. Each of the APEASE criteria has relevance here (Michie et al., 2014): Affordability (not all services could afford the equipment and/or resources to record and store video data); Practicability (transporting and setting up the devices brought challenges, and static cameras during telehealth appointments limited access); Effectiveness (queries were raised around representativeness, i.e., parental behavior changed once being videoed); Acceptability (parents, professionals and/or managers avoided or rejected video use, deeming it not useful or important); Side-Effects and Safety (issues around the sharing and storage of videos of young children); and Equity (a mention of the digital divide during the Coronavirus-19 pandemic).



Limitations

The professionals recruited were self-selected volunteers, and likely passionate about PCI and early years work, therefore a level of bias may be present in our findings. Secondly, focus group data are reported practice, not ethnographic, observational research (which would provide purer insights into practice), so what professionals say they do, may not completely represent actual practice. Thirdly, an attempt was made by the authors to purposively sample professionals on protected characteristics, there was, however, an underrepresentation of male professionals and those from ethnic minority groups.



Implications

For professionals working with families of deaf children and for educators providing their training, our findings suggest four points to consider when assessing PCI. Firstly, be family-centred in approach, ensure that time is taken to get to know the family context, the child, and check in on parental wellbeing at the beginning of care. Embrace the busyness of family life, of cultural diversity, of daily routines, and of siblings. Secondly, invest time in developing a positive, supportive, non-judgmental relationship with parents. Thirdly, inform and empower parents through the use of video, consider its merits for capturing all the finite details, and providing a source of reflection for parents on playback. Lastly, PCI assessment should lead to jointly discussed and agreed plans for progress. For researchers in the field of deafness, there is a clear need to observe and analyze complexity: encompass activities of daily living beyond the luxuries of play and book reading, include multilingual deaf learners, include deaf-plus infants, observe multiple parent behaviors in homes, and use and analyze video recordings.



Conclusion

This qualitative study provides insight into the mechanisms and motivations for professionals assessing the interactive behaviors of parents who have deaf children aged 0–3. Professionals considered the parents’ role as core for deaf children’s language acquisition and a worthy investment of time. Professionals used assessment to understand where to start with a family and to show progress. Before undergoing PCI assessments, professionals recommended providing holistic care where time was taken to understand the family context and support parental wellbeing. Reviewing video-recorded PCI assessments with parents was highlighted as a transformative way to inform, empower, and collaborate with them. Professionals acknowledged that family life is multi-faceted, but support is most meaningful to families when professionals worked with these differences and incorporated them into assessment, goal setting, and intervention plans.
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Footnotes

1     In the UK, AVTs were Teachers of the Deaf, Speech and Language Therapists and/or Audiologists before they qualified as Listening and Spoken Language Specialist Certified Auditory Verbal Therapists.
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Introduction: There have been studies indicating that children’s unsociability was associated with poorer socio-emotional functioning in China. Although some researchers have found that parenting behavior would influence the relationship between children’s unsociability and adjustment, the role of parental psychological control has not been explored. This study aimed to investigate the moderating effect of parental psychological control on the relationship between unsociability and socio-emotional functioning in Chinese children.



Methods: A total of 1,275 students from Grades 3 to 7 (637 boys, Mage = 10.78 years, SD = 1.55 years) were selected from four public schools in Shanghai to participate in this study. Data of unsociability, peer victimization and social preference were collected from peer-nominations, and data of parental psychological control, depressive symptoms and social anxiety were collected from self-reports.
Results: There were positive associations between unsociability and peer victimization, depressive symptoms, and social anxiety, as well as a negative association between unsociability and social preference. Parental psychological control moderated these associations, specifically, the associations between unsociability and peer victimization, social preference, and depressive symptoms were stronger, and the association between unsociability and social anxiety was only significant among children with higher level of parental psychological control.
Discussion: The findings in the current study highlight the importance of parental psychological control in the socio-emotional functioning of unsociable children in the Chinese context, enlightening educators that improving parenting behavior is essential for children’s development.
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Introduction

Social withdrawal refers to the process by which individuals refrain themselves from opportunities to interact with peers and frequently exhibit solitary behaviors in social contexts (Rubin and Coplan, 2004). According to the social approach-avoidance motivation model, there are two opposing motivational tendencies, social approach and social avoidance, and different combinations of them contribute to three subtypes of social withdrawal, including shyness, unsociability, and social avoidance (Asendorpf, 1990). Among these three subtypes of social withdrawal, unsociability is characterized by both low social approach and low social avoidance motivational tendencies, which differentiates it from shyness (i.e., high social approach and high social avoidance motivational tendencies) and social avoidance (i.e., low social approach and high social avoidance motivational tendencies). It has been found that the associations between different subtypes of social withdrawal and psychosocial adjustment were different (Coplan et al., 2015).

Unsociability is described as a non-fearful preference for solitary activities (Coplan and Armer, 2007). Previous studies have found that compared to in individualistic societies, children might experience higher adjustment difficulties in collectivistic societies (Rubin and Coplan, 2004; Liu et al., 2015), where group affiliation and social connectedness are highly valued (Chen, 2009). For example, there have been studies indicating that unsociability was associated with psychosocial maladjustment (e.g., depressive symptoms, loneliness and peer victimization) for children in China (Ding et al., 2015; Xiao et al., 2021; Zhao et al., 2023), where collectivism is the mainstream value (Chen, 2010). Given the possible risk of psychosocial adjustment among unsociable children in China, an important question arises as to whether certain factors may exacerbate or protect these children from developing maladjustment. Although there have been studies indicating that parents’ characteristics or behavior would influence the relationship between unsociability and children’s adjustment (Chen and Santo, 2016; Zhu et al., 2021), the role of parental psychological control, which is defined as parents’ control of their children’s inner state or behavior through love withdrawal, guilt induction or shaming (Yu et al., 2015), has not been explored. Therefore, the present study aimed to explore if parental psychological control would play a role in the relationship between children’s unsociability and socio-emotional functioning.


Unsociability and socio-emotional functioning in Chinese children

According to the social learning perspective proposed by Hartup (1983), children acquire social skills and accomplish developmental tasks through interacting with peers. Given that unsociable children have low social approach motivational tendencies, they may experience inadequate peer interaction (Youniss, 1980; Rubin and Mills, 1988), which in turn increases their risk of socio-emotional difficulties (Rubin et al., 2009). However, given unsociability may be regarded as a personal choice and freedom in western societies, where individualism is the core value (Chen, 2019), it may have less negative influence on children’s adjustment in western societies. It has been found that unsociability was positively associated with attention span, and negatively associated with indexes of emotion dysregulation in western countries (Coplan et al., 2004). In contrast, in collectivist cultures, unsociability is viewed as deviating from the social values of group affiliation and belonging (Liu et al., 2017; Zhang and Eggum-Wilkens, 2018). Indeed, there have been studies indicating that unsociability was associated with negative developmental outcomes in Chinese children (Ding et al., 2015; Bullock et al., 2020; Xiao et al., 2021). A cross-national study has demonstrated that the associations between unsociability and children’s maladjustment were stronger in China than in Canada (Liu et al., 2015).



The relationship between psychological control and children’s socio-emotional functioning

Given that group affiliation is a big concern when it comes to measuring social adjustment in China, Chinese parents may experience more stress when dealing with unsociable children in China. It has been found that parents tended to adopt less authoritative and more authoritarian parenting behavior toward their own child (Zhu et al., 2021). Psychological control is a parenting style in which parents use forms of psychological pressure and manipulation to control their children’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Barber and Harmon, 2002). According to Self-determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 2000), individuals have three kinds of basic psychological needs, including needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Moreover, satisfaction of basic psychological needs can strengthen intrinsic motivation and internalization of extrinsic motivation in activities, contributing to people’s adjustment and development. However, parental psychological control is conflicted with children’s basic psychological needs. Previous studies have found that parents’ practice of psychological control is linked to children’s development of internalizing problems and social maladjustment (Barber and Harmon, 2002; Yu et al., 2015). Research from Western cultures has consistently shown that psychological control was associated with negative developmental outcomes, including depressive symptoms and anxiety among children and adolescents (Barber et al., 2005).

In contrast to the implied manipulative and authoritarian connotation of psychological control in Western societies, in China, parents usually consider psychological control as a necessary method to guide children to behave in ways that are consistent with the society’s value (Fung, 1999). This may be because in traditional Chinese culture, it is believed that children should show obedience and respect to their own parents (Liu et al., 2018), therefore parents’ behavior of control is regarded as a type of “training” for their children’s development (Chao, 1994). Despite this, growing evidence has indicated that psychological control was also linked to adjustment problems among children in East Asian contexts (Yu et al., 2015; Sun et al., 2017). There has been a recent study of need-supportive parenting program, showing that children would be more willing to participating in physical activities when their parents gave more support for their psychological need rather than controlling them (Meerits et al., 2023). As such, it is essential to explore the negative effect of parental psychological control, and reduce it in the real life.



Theory foundation

According to the Goodness of Fit Theory (Thomas and Chess, 1977), children would have optimal developmental outcomes when their temperament is a good match for their parents’ parenting style. Given that unsociable children are characterized as preferring for solitary activities (Coplan and Armer, 2007), they may enjoy individual freedom and be reluctant to be restricted by others. As such, it can be speculated that for unsociable children, who have a higher need for autonomy, high parental psychological control is more detrimental for their adjustment than other children. It has been found that children’s unsociability would contribute to more adjustment problems, including peer exclusion, asocial behavior and anxious-fearful behavior when their parents adopted more authoritarian parenting behavior (Zhu et al., 2021). Moreover, it has been found that shy children would suffer from more internalizing problems or peer difficulties when they perceived higher parental psychological control (Bullock et al., 2018). However, as different subtypes of social withdrawal, children of unsociability have different social motivational tendencies compared to their peers of shyness. Therefore, it is essential to explore the role of parental psychological control in their adjustment and development.



The present study

The primary aim of the present study was to explore the moderating effect of parental psychological control on the relationship between unsociability and socio-emotional functioning among Chinese children. Based on existing theoretical and empirical literature, we hypothesized that unsociability would be associated with socio-emotional problems. Furthermore, we speculated that parental psychological control would moderate the links between children’s unsociability and socio-emotional difficulties. Specifically, we anticipated that unsociability would have stronger associations with indices of socio-emotional difficulties among children who perceived higher level of parental psychological control. Given that previous research has found that the negative influence of unsociability on socio-emotional functioning might be more pronounced in boys than in girls (Liu et al., 2014), and in early adolescence than in childhood (Coplan et al., 2019), gender and grade were included in the models as control variables.




Materials and methods


Participants

Participants in current study were recruited from two primary schools and two secondary schools in Shanghai, People’s Republic of China. The total sample is comprised of 1,275 students (637 boys, 50% of all students) with a mean age of 10.78 years (SD = 1.55 years). The students were from Grades 3 to 7, and the information of students from different grades was displayed in Table 1. Almost all participating students were of Han nationality, which is the predominant nationality (over 90% of the population) in China (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2018). Moreover, 94% of participants were from intact families, and approximately 49% of fathers and 40% of mothers had obtained a college education or higher.


TABLE 1 Information of students from different grades.
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Procedure

We conducted our original research by following steps. The design of the present study was reviewed and approved by the institutional review board of East China Normal University, and written informed consent was obtained from both participating students and their parents prior to data collection. During school hours, participating children completed self-report measures assessing their levels of depressive symptoms, social anxiety, and perceived paternal and maternal psychological control. These children also completed peer-nomination assessments, which included measures on unsociability, victimization, and social preference. The data collection process was carried out by a team of well-trained graduate research assistants, and each child was given a class list for the purpose of finishing the peer-nomination assessments more smoothly. The duration of the data collection process was approximately 30 min. To ensure the confidentiality of the participants’ responses, we assured them that their answers would be kept confidential. As a token of appreciation, each participating student received a small gift after submitting their completed questionnaire. The current study was conducted in 2013.



Measures


Unsociability

Children’s unsociability was measured by the Revised Class Play (RCP; Masten et al., 1985; Chen, 1992) via peer nominations. Four items (e.g., “Someone who prefers playing alone,” “Someone who is reluctant to talking with others”) were included in this part. Each participant could nominate up to three classmates on each item, and as suggested by Terry and Coie (1991), both same-sex and cross-sex nominations were allowed. For each child, the nominations received on each item were standardized within classroom and summed, and standardized within classroom again to obtain the score of unsociability. This RCP measure have proved to be reliable and valid among Chinese children (Liu et al., 2014). In the present study, the internal consistency of this measure was α = 0.86.



Peer victimization

Peer victimization was assessed via peer nominations (Schwartz et al., 2001). Children nominated up to three peers to fit each of the seven items, which described physical victimization (e.g., “Someone who is always beat by others”), verbal victimization (e.g., “Someone who is always called names by others”) and relational victimization (e.g., “Someone others do not talk to”). For each child, the nominations received on each item were standardized within classroom and summed, and standardized within classroom again to obtain the score of peer victimization. The reliability and validity of this measure have been established in Chinese children (Liu et al., 2018). The internal consistency of this measure was α = 0.86 in this study.



Social preference

Following the procedure of Coie et al. (1982), each child was asked to nominate up to three classmates whom they most liked, and whom they least like in their classroom, respectively. The index of social preference was calculated by subtracting the standardized score of “like least” from the standardized score of “like most,” and standardizing the total score within classroom again. This measure has been demonstrated suitable for Chinese children (Chen et al., 1995).



Depressive symptoms

The level of depressive symptoms was measured using the Chinese version of Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI; Kovacs, 1992) via self-report. The CDI is comprised of 14 items that assess children’s depressive mood over the past 2 weeks. Participants were instructed to choose one sentence which best described their own internal state (e.g., “I like myself,” “I do not like myself,” “I hate myself”). The items were rated on a 3-point scale, with a higher average score indicating a higher level of depressive symptoms. This measure has been shown to be reliable and valid in Chinese children (Liu et al., 2019). In the current study, the internal consistency of this measure was α = 0.83.



Social anxiety

Children’s level of social anxiety was assessed using the Chinese version of Social Anxiety Scale for Children-Revised (SASC-R; La Greca and Stone, 1993) via self-report. The scale consisted of 15 items that measured fear of negative evaluation (e.g., “I worry about what other kids think of me”), social avoidance and distress to new peers or situations (e.g., “I get nervous when I talk to new kids”), and general social avoidance and distress (e.g., “I am quiet when I am with a group of kids”), respectively. Participants rated their response on a five-point Likert scale, with higher average scores indicating greater level of social anxiety. The reliability and validity of this measure have been demonstrated in Chinese children (Gao et al., 2022). In the current study, the internal consistency of this measure was α = 0.90.



Parental psychological control

Children reported on how often their mothers and fathers engage in psychologically controlling parenting on a five-point Likert scale (Yu et al., 2015). The scale consisted of 18 items that measure love withdrawal (e.g., “My father/mother would avoid looking at me when I disappointed him/her”), guilt induction (e.g., “My father/mother would make me aware of how much he/she sacrificed or did for me”) and shaming of children (e.g., “My father/mother would tell me that I should be ashamed when I misbehaves”). Given that the paternal and maternal psychological control were highly correlated (r = 0.81, p < 0.001), we averaged mother’s and father’s data of each child to form the indicator of parental psychological control. Previous studies have proved that this measure was reliable and valid for Chinese children (Bullock et al., 2018). In the current study, the internal consistency of this measure was α = 0.91.




Data analysis

We handled the missing data by the full information maximum likelihood method (Graham, 2009) with the MLR estimation in Mplus 7.4. The steps of analyzing data were as follow. To begin with, we conducted descriptive statistics using IBM SPSS for Windows (version 25). The Pearson correlation coefficients among the study variables were calculated. Additionally, we conducted a two-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) and four two-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) to examine the effects of gender (boys = 0, girls = 1) and grade (primary school = 0, secondary school = 1) on the study variables. Next, we used Mplus version 7.4 (Muthén and Muthén, 2012) to conduct moderation analyses for peer victimization, social preference, depressive symptoms and social anxiety, respectively. Finally, the simple slope test would be conducted (Aiken and West, 1991) when significant moderating effect was found. Parental psychological control, gender and grade were grand-mean centered before the data analysis.




Results


Missing data

For the self-reported variables, which included depressive symptoms, social anxiety and parental psychological control, the percentage of missing data was 3.5, 3.5, and 3.2%, respectively. The Little’s MCAR test (Little, 1988) was significant [χ2(9977) = 12116.21, p < 0.001]. However, following Ulman (2013) recommendation, χ2/df = 1.21 < 2, suggesting that the missing data can be considered missing completely at random.



Descriptive statistics

The intercorrelations, means and standard deviations of study variables are shown in Table 2. Unsociability was positively associated with peer victimization, depressive symptoms and social anxiety, and negatively associated with social preference. Parental psychological control was positively associated with peer victimization, depressive symptoms and social anxiety, and negatively associated with social preference.


TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics of study variables.
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The multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) revealed significant main effect of gender [Wilk’s λ = 0.93, F(6, 1187) = 15.00, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.07] and grade [Wilk’s λ = 0.96, F(6, 1187) = 8.17, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.04]. However, the interaction between gender and grade was not significant. Further analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed that girls scored higher on social preference[F(1, 1261) = 27.18, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.02] and social anxiety [F(1, 1226) = 10.18, p = 0.001, partial η2 = 0.01], but scored lower on unsociability [F(1, 1261) = 6.30, p = 0.012, partial η2 = 0.01], peer victimization [F(1, 1261) = 45.01, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.03] and parental psychological control [F(1, 1230) = 33.61, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.03] than boys, and students from primary school scored lower on depressive symptoms [F(1, 1227) = 38.13, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.03] and parental psychological control [F(1, 1230) = 13.57, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.01] compared to students from secondary school. The means and standard deviations of study variables of different gender and grade are shown in Table 3.


TABLE 3 Means and standard deviations of study variables of different gender and grade (M ± SD).

[image: Table comparing psychological factors between primary and secondary school students, divided by gender. Categories include unsociability, peer victimization, social preference, depressive symptoms, social anxiety, and parental psychological control. Each category presents mean and standard deviation values for boys and girls in both school levels.]



Moderation analyses

Moderating effects of parental psychological control on the relationships between unsociability and each indicator of socio-emotional adjustment were examined. The results are shown in Table 4.


TABLE 4 The moderation analyses of parental psychological control on psychosocial adjustment.

[image: A table showing statistical data on peer victimization, social preference, depressive symptoms, and social anxiety. Key variables include unsociability, gender, grade, and control, with interactions between variables. Values are presented as coefficients (b or B) with standard errors (SE), and significance levels (*) noted: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.]

In terms of peer victimization, the finding indicated that parental psychological control had a significant moderating effect on the positive association between unsociability and peer victimization (b = 0.09, SE = 0.03, p = 0.008). Specifically, this association was stronger when children perceived higher parental psychological (M + 1 SD) (b = 0.59, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001) than when they perceived lower parental psychological control (M–1 SD) (b = 0.48, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001) (see Figure 1). Additionally, grade was found to significantly moderate the association between unsociability and peer victimization (b = 0.11, SE = 0.05, p = 0.021). Specifically, this association was stronger in students from secondary schools (b = 0.61, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001) compared to students from primary schools (b = 0.49, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001). The moderating effect of gender was insignificant.


[image: Line graph showing the relationship between unsociability and peer victimization. The orange line represents high parental psychological control (b=0.59), while the blue dashed line represents low parental psychological control (b=0.48). Peer victimization increases with unsociability in both cases, with a steeper increase for high parental control.]

FIGURE 1
The moderating effect of parental psychological control on the association between unsociability and peer victimization. ***p < 0.001.


For social preference, parental psychological control also moderated the significant negative association between unsociability and social preference (b = −0.08, SE = 0.04, p = 0.033). Specifically, this association was stronger in children who perceived higher parental psychological (b = −0.46, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001) compared to those who perceived lower parental psychological control (b = −0.36, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001) (see Figure 2). The moderating effects of gender and grade were insignificant.


[image: Line graph depicting the relationship between unsociability and social preference under parental psychological control. The x-axis represents unsociability, ranging from -1 to 1, and the y-axis shows social preference, from -0.6 to 0.4. A blue dashed line indicates low parental psychological control with a slope of -0.36, and an orange solid line shows high parental psychological control with a slope of -0.46. Both lines depict a negative correlation.]

FIGURE 2
The moderating effect of parental psychological control on the association between unsociability and social preference. ***p < 0.001.


For depressive symptoms, parental psychological control also moderated the positive association between unsociability and depressive symptoms (b = 0.03, SE = 0.01, p = 0.013). Specifically, this association was stronger in children who perceived higher parental psychological (b = 0.11, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001) compared to those who perceived lower parental psychological control (b = 0.07, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001) (see Figure 3). Additionally, grade was found to significantly moderate the association between unsociability and depressive symptoms (b = 0.05, SE = 0.02, p = 0.012). Specifically, this association was stronger in students from secondary schools (b = −0.12, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001) compared to students from primary schools (b = 0.07, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001). The moderating effect of gender was insignificant.


[image: Line graph showing the relationship between unsociability and depressive symptoms under varying levels of parental psychological control. The orange line represents high control with a slope of b equals 0.11, and the blue dashed line represents low control with a slope of b equals 0.07. Both lines show an upward trend.]

FIGURE 3
The moderating effect of parental psychological control on the association between unsociability and depressive symptoms. ***p < 0.001.


For social anxiety, parental psychological control also moderated the positive association between unsociability and social anxiety (b = 0.08, SE = 0.03, p = 0.023). Specifically, this association was only significant when children perceived higher parental psychological (b = 0.10, SE = 0.03, p = 0.001) rather than when they perceived lower parental psychological control (b = 0.00, SE = 0.04, p = 0.984) (see Figure 4). The moderating effects of gender and grade were insignificant.


[image: Line graph depicting the relationship between unsociability and social anxiety, with two lines representing low (blue, horizontal, b=0.00) and high (orange, upward slope, b=0.10) parental psychological control. Social anxiety increases with high parental control.]

FIGURE 4
The moderating effect of parental psychological control on the association between unsociability and social anxiety. ***p < 0.001.





Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the association between unsociability and socio-emotional functioning in Chinese children, and to explore the potential moderating effect of parental psychological control on this relationship. Our findings first supported the hypothesis that unsociability is associated with adjustment problems in urban China today. Furthermore, parental psychological control was found to moderate the relationship between unsociability and socio-emotional functioning. Specifically, our results showed that unsociable behaviors of children are linked more profoundly to peer victimization and low preference by peers when children perceived higher levels of psychological control from their parents. Similarly, our results also indicated that unsociability is associated more closely with internalizing outcomes (i.e., depressive symptoms and social anxiety) in children with higher levels of parental psychological control compared to children whose parents are less controlling. These results have important implications for understanding the role of parental psychological control in the relationship between unsociability and socio-emotional functioning in Chinese children.


The moderating effects of parental psychological control on unsociable children’s socio-emotional functioning

It is well established that unsociability is associated with less prosocial behaviors and lower social interactive skills (Rubin et al., 2009), contributing to children’s poor developmental outcomes. In China, a country where children who are not interested in group interactions would be regarded as selfish and deviant (Liu et al., 2017), unsociable children were found to be more susceptible to internalizing problems (Bullock et al., 2020) as well as peer difficulties (Liu et al., 2014). The results in our study further highlight this phenomenon.

Our findings are consistent with previous research that highlighted the importance of favorable parenting style in improving mental health and reducing the risk of socio-emotional difficulties among socially withdrawn children and youths (Degnan and Fox, 2007; Zarra-Nezhad et al., 2014). Parental psychological control is a dimension of parenting style that can impact children’s socio-emotional development. A high level of psychological control, characterized by behaviors such as manipulation, guilt induction, and love withdrawal (Barber, 1996), may increase the risk of youths’ problem behaviors (Yan et al., 2020). The perspective of social support may explain for why parental psychological control would strengthen the associations between children’s unsociability and maladjustment. Seeking social support is one type of coping strategies while confronting with difficulties (Causey and Dubow, 1992), and there have been studies indicating that social support from others (e.g., parents, friends and teachers) was beneficial for children’s adjustment in school (Rueger et al., 2010; Fan and Fan, 2021). It has been found that friend’s support could weaken the associations between unsociability and internalizing problems (Barstead et al., 2018). However, for unsociable children who are characterized as preferring spending time alone (Coplan and Armer, 2007), they may lack social support from their friends, and support from their parents may compensate for it. Therefore, compared to other children, unsociable children may have a stronger need of their parents’ support. Moreover, according to Goodness of Fit Theory (Thomas and Chess, 1977), unsociable children may be more sensitive to controlling parenting behavior because of their own temperament. Influenced by parental psychological control, such an unsupportive parenting style, unsociable children would feel depressed and anxious in their daily lives. Furthermore, they can’t learn social skills from their parents of high controlling parenting behavior, thus it is hard for them to build good relationships with others, which may explain why they had higher level of peer victimization and lower level of social preference when they perceived high parental psychological control.

Our study also shows that age moderates the associations between unsociability and peer victimization and depressive symptoms, with a stronger relationship observed in secondary schools than primary schools. The possible reason might be many other factors outside of family settings, such as peer or teacher, have a growing impact on children as they enter adolescence (Lamblin et al., 2017). Indeed, the social expectations of having more peer interactions increase at peak in early adolescence (Coplan et al., 2019). Therefore, compared to primary school students, secondary school students’ unsociable behavior may be regarded as more unacceptable, because they violate the recognized social norm. As a result, secondary school students are more likely to be excluded by their peers and suffer from socio-emotional difficulties if they have high level of unsociability.



Limitations and future directions

The present study provided insights on the role of parental psychological control in the links between unsociability and socio-emotional functioning among Chinese children. Nevertheless, there are several limitations to this study. First, our study was cross-sectional in nature and it was hard to infer the results of causalities. Future research can utilize longitudinal research with multiple waves to further infer causal effects. Second, children’s unsociability was assessed through peer nominations (Chen, 1992). Given that unsociability was characterized as a combination of low social-approach motivational tendency and low social-avoidance tendency (Asendorpf, 1990), peer nominations of it may not reflect children’s own motivation. Future research can measure children’s unsociability through self-report. Third, parental psychological control was measured via children’s self-reports (Yu et al., 2015), which might not fully reflect actual parenting behavior. Future research should evaluate parental psychological control through observational methods and gather data from parents’ reports. Fourth, some coefficients in the results are significant but small, probably because the sample size of the current study is large. Therefore, the explanation of the results should be cautious. Finally, our study was conducted in Shanghai, a large city in China. Due to the huge differences in the rural and urban areas in China, the results might not be applicable to rural areas. Moreover, the applicability of the results should be also examined in western countries, where parental psychological control may exert different influence.

Despite these limitations, our study reveals the moderating role of parental psychological control between unsociability and socio-emotional functioning among children. For theoretical implications, the results indicate that parental psychological control, a common parenting style in Eastern Asian cultures, might impact children’s adjustment and development in a more subtle and nuanced way. Moreover, the results also suggest that unsociable children and youth could be more susceptible to controlling parenting. For the practical implications, the current study can inform school educators when they hold parenting workshops. In these parenting workshops, educators are encouraged to inform parents that it is important to focus on their children’s psychological needs, such as need for autonomy and need for relatedness, and provide more support for them rather than exhibiting need-thwarting behavior (Ahmadi et al., 2023), especially in China, where controlling parenting behavior is regarded as relative normal and effective. Moreover, society and school can highlight the importance of supporting parents of unsociable children, as their behaviors seemed to have a more profound impact on their children’s adaptation.




Conclusion

This study was aimed at exploring the moderating effect of parental psychological control on the relationship between unsociability and socio-emotional functioning in Chinese children. In the sample of the study, unsociability had a significant positive association with peer victimization, depressive symptoms, and social anxiety, as well as a significant negative association with social preference. The moderating effect of parental psychological control was significant on all of four associations. Specifically, the associations between unsociability and peer victimization, social preference, and depressive symptoms were stronger, and the association between unsociability and social anxiety was only significant among children with higher level of parental psychological control. The results indicated that parental psychological control was a risk factor for unsociable children’s adjustment in China.
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The study aims to investigate the multiple mediating roles of core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging in the relationship between father-child attachment and academic burnout in college students. A sample of 418 college students completed the father-child attachment scale, the scale of sense of school belonging, core self-evaluation scale, and academic burnout scale. After controlling for variables such as mother–child attachment, gender, age, and grade, the results showed: (1) father-child attachment was significantly and negatively correlated with academic burnout, and positively correlated with core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging; both core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging were significantly and negatively correlated with academic burnout. (2) The multiple mediating model of father-child attachment influencing academic burnout in college students was established. Both core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging played a partial mediating role between father-child attachment and academic burnout. The direct effect of father-child attachment on academic burnout accounts for 33.3% of the total effect. The indirect effects of core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging between father-child attachment and academic burnout account for 50.0 and 16.7% of the total effect, respectively. These findings identify the internal mechanisms through which father-child attachment affects academic burnout in college students from personal traits and interpersonal perspectives.

Keywords
 father-child attachment; academic burnout; core self-evaluation; sense of school belonging; multiple mediating effects


Introduction

Academic burnout refers to a negative psychological and behavioral state in which students have low interest, lack of motivation, and tiredness in studying (Lian et al., 2014). A recent survey conducted among 3,648 samples found that academic burnout is prevalent among Chinese college students, with a prevalence rate of 38% (Peng et al., 2023). Academic burnout not only affects students’ academic performance (Gao, 2014), but also has negative impacts on their mental health (Shi et al., 2023). College students experiencing academic burnout are more prone to suffer from depression, anxiety, and internet addiction (Cheng and Lin, 2023; Nizam et al., 2023; Peng et al., 2023). Considering the total large number of Chinese college students in 2022, which has reached 46.55 million (data from the website of the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China1), as well as the increasing cost of higher education, it is crucial to identify the factors influencing academic burnout among Chinese college students and explore intervention strategies to reduce it for the sake of students’ psychological well-being.

Factors influencing academic burnout among college students have been extensively studied. Previous research has mainly focused on two aspects: individual internal factors and external environmental factors. Individual internal factors include factors such as professional commitment (Lian et al., 2006), coping styles (Shi et al., 2023), academic anxiety (Gao, 2023), loneliness (Gu et al., 2023), self-esteem (Yu et al., 2023), achievement motivation (Atik and Çelik, 2021), personality (Lee et al., 2017; Kong et al., 2021), positive psychological capital (Wang et al., 2021), psychological resilience (Gong et al., 2023), self-efficacy (Chen et al., 2023), and core self-evaluation (Dortaj, 2021). External environmental factors include stress (Watson et al., 2008; Gong et al., 2023; Shi et al., 2023), social support (Ye et al., 2021; Fu, 2023), parental education anxiety (Kai et al., 2022), parental supervision (Affuso et al., 2017), and parent–child attachment (Zhang et al., 2019).

To date, the external factors influencing academic burnout among college students have received less attention from researchers compared to individual internal factors, with limited research focusing on key external factors such as family and school. Father-child attachment and mother–child attachment, as one of the most important proximal environmental factors, provide a solid foundation for individuals’ cognitive development and significantly influence their social adaptation (Yin et al., 2021). A few studies have confirmed the impact of parent–child attachment on learning burnout. However, relevant studies have mainly focused on the combined effects of parents or mothers’ individual impact on students’ academic achievement (He et al., 2022), yet little is known about the role of fathers in students’ academic performance (Whitney et al., 2018). The impact of father-child attachment on individual development is often overlooked or underestimated (Verschueren, 2019; Bureau et al., 2020). Research specifically examined the effects of father-child attachment on academic burnout among college students is still lacking.

Furthermore, the role of school environmental factors in alleviating academic burnout among college students should by no means be neglected. Schools belong to the microsystem of the social ecosystem, where college students invest a lot of time (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006). Maslow’s original hierarchy of needs suggested a sense of belonging in the community is one of important human needs and a basis for self-realization (Hale et al., 2019). The sense of school belonging can be viewed as individuals’ sense of identification and affiliation with the school community. If students’ sense of school belonging is satisfied, it can promote their intrinsic learning motivation and have a positive effect on their learning behavior (Allen et al., 2022). Based on internal working model of attachment theory, individuals with good parent–child attachment can utilize stable internal working models in their daily academic interactions, which influence their expectations and adaptation in the school environment (Allen et al., 2004). Previous studies have addressed the significance of parent–child attachment in shaping college students’ sense of school belonging (Oldfield et al., 2018; Yin et al., 2021). Additionally, research indicated that parent–child attachment could impact students’ psychological well-being and social adaptation within their educational institution through the mediation of sense of school belonging (Shochet et al., 2008). However, these studies examined parent–child attachment as a combined variable of father-child and mother–child attachment. Therefore, the indirect impact of father-child attachment on academic burnout through sense of school belonging is undoubtedly worthy of further study.

In addition, solely focusing on the influence of external environmental factors such as family and school cannot fully reveal the influencing mechanism. It is necessary to comprehensively explore the impact of the individual internal factors. According to the self-model of attachment theory, the parent–child attachment relationship could profoundly influence an individual’s behavior and performance through the mental representations of the self (Bowlby, 1979). Core self-evaluation refers to an individual’s fundamental evaluation of their own abilities and worth, which consists of four important elements: self-esteem, locus of control, general self-efficacy, and neuroticism (Judge et al., 2003). Empirical research has substantiated the considerable influence fathers wield over various fundamental aspects of core self-evaluation in adolescents (Yang and Cai, 2010; Wu and Yaacob, 2017). Furthermore, prior studies have suggested that core self-evaluation stands as a robust individual predictor of burnout among undergraduate students (Leupold et al., 2020). However, whether core self-evaluation could be an important path for father-child attachment that affects academic burnout in college students remains unknown.

Finally, previous studies have either examined the effects of individual internal factors or external environmental factors on academic burnout, while less attention has been given to the simultaneous effects of both internal and external factors. According to the ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006), which suggests that the microsystems such as family and school environmental factors and individual factors collectively affect individual development. Based on findings and analysis above, this study intends to comprehensively examine the impact mechanisms of factors such as father-child attachment (the external family factor), sense of school being (external school factor), and core self-evaluation (the individual internal factor) on academic burnout among college students. This not only expands the research scope of the influencing factors of academic burnout but also reveals the unique role of fathers in preventing academic burnout among college students, and therefore has important implications for the intervention of academic burnout among college students in China.


Father-child attachment and academic burnout in college students

Among the factors influencing academic burnout among college students, parent–child attachment plays an important role in the family context. Attachment refers to a stable and enduring emotional connection established between an individual and primary caregivers (i.e., mothers, fathers) during early life (Groh et al., 2016). Based on attachment theory, forming secure attachment relationships with important others can increase individuals’ internal resources, which in turn help them cope with life challenges and failures (Bowlby, 1969). Empirical studies have shown that high-quality parent–child attachment significantly improves children’s social adaptation, such as interpersonal, emotional, and learning adaptation (Yin et al., 2021). However, existing studies often investigate the effects of mother–child attachment or the combined effects of mother–child attachment and father-child attachment on academic burnout (i.e., Zhang et al., 2019; Iuga et al., 2023). By combining father-child attachment and mother–child attachment, the unique role of fathers may be overlooked. Furthermore, most existing research has focused on the impact of father-child attachment on academic outcomes among children and adolescents (Flouri and Buchanan, 2004; Martin et al., 2010; Whitney et al., 2018), with limited attention given to its effects on college students’ academic performance. Research suggests that in late adolescence, the influence of fathers on their children’s academic achievement is comparable to that of mothers (Vasquez et al., 2016). A meta-analysis of 34 studies found that fathers played a unique role in nurturing their children, and there is a significant correlation between fathers’ involvement and children’s outcome variables such as academic performance (Jeynes, 2016).

According to the Modeling Hypothesis, a person learns and imitates attitudes and behaviors from significant others who have an important influence on them (Thorn and Gilbert, 1998), making fathers a crucial influential role. Children often consciously or unconsciously mimic their fathers’ behavior and internalize their attitudes and values toward things. Fathers’ pursuit of higher goals and expectations for their children’s academic achievement have a strong motivating effect. Fathers’ care and attention to their children’s academic endeavors can instill confidence and motivation, helping them actively engage in studying. Besides, while studying the impact of fathers on children’s academic adaptation, it is necessary to take cultural differences into consideration, because the quality of father-child relationship varies in different cultural backgrounds and its impact on individual development exhibits different characteristics (Lamb, 2010). In traditional Chinese culture, the popular parenting style of yan-fu-ci-mu (strict father and kind mother) indicates that the father is primarily characterized as a stern educator and responsible for shaping children’s future development (Peng et al., 2022). However, there is a lack of research specifically focused on the impact of father-child attachment on academic burnout among Chinese college students. Therefore, it is necessary to explore the effects and mechanisms of father-child attachment on Chinese college students’ academic burnout. This study proposes Hypothesis 1: Father-child attachment has a significant effect on academic burnout in Chinese college students.



The mediating effect of core self-evaluation

Core self-evaluation (CSE) refers to an individual’s fundamental evaluation of their own abilities and worth (Judge et al., 2003). CSE has been found to significantly impact students’ academic burnout in multiple studies. College students with higher levels of CSE reported lower levels of burnout (Lian et al., 2014). Students with positive core self-evaluations are more likely to proactively deal with challenging situations, which can increase their burnout (Paloș, 2023). Leupold et al. (2020) indicated that CSE is a strong individual predictor of burnout among undergraduate students. Based on the approach-avoidance framework (Ferris et al., 2011), individuals with high CSE are more sensitive to positive stimuli and less sensitive to negative stimuli, exhibiting strong approach tendencies and weak avoidance tendencies. Therefore, individuals with high CSE demonstrate more resilience and determination to improve their academic situations.

Attachment theory suggests that parent–child attachment is an emotional connection established between an individual and significant others that has a sustained impact on their psychological and behavioral development. Individuals with high levels of attachment tend to believe that they are lovable, valuable, and capable of coping with life challenges due to receiving good care, which enhances their self-esteem (Peng et al., 2022). CSE consists of four important elements: self-esteem, locus of control, general self-efficacy, and neuroticism (Judge et al., 2003). Studies have shown that fathers have significant effects on the four basic traits of adolescents’ CSE, such as self-esteem (Peng et al., 2022), general self-efficacy (Keshavarz and Mounts, 2017), neuroticism (Yang and Cai, 2010), and locus of control (Lancaster and Richmond, 2012). However, there is little research that examines the impact of father-child attachment on college students’ core self-evaluation as a whole.

Meanwhile, studies have shown that parent–child attachment can affect children’s psychological and social adaptation through their CSE (He et al., 2023). It is not difficult to understand that high-level parent–child attachment can effectively increase an individual’s internal resources and help them recover faster from academic pressure and setbacks. Aspelmeier and Kerns (2003) analyzed the relationship between attachment and academic exploration among college students and found that the higher an individual’s attachment level, the less anxious their academic performance is, and the more positive attitude they have toward their studies. Parent–child attachment among college students affects their learning burnout by the self-model of attachment, which refers to an individual’s evaluation of self-worth (Yang et al., 2013). Therefore, it’s reasonable to assume that high core self-evaluation can be the result of a good father-child attachment relationship, that is, a stable father-child attachment relationship helps to cultivate a healthy core self-evaluation in individuals and ultimately affects the level of academic burnout. We propose Hypothesis 2: Core self-evaluation plays a mediating role between father-child attachment and academic burnout.



The mediating effect of sense of school belonging

Sense of school belonging is typically defined as the degree to which students feel accepted, respected, and supported in the school environment (Allen et al., 2018). Sense of school belonging can mediate the relationship between father-child attachment and academic burnout. First, based on internal working model of attachment theory, when children form secure internal working models through positive parent–child interactions, perceiving stability, trust, and availability from their attachment figures, they develop the skills and strategies necessary for healthy interpersonal relationships and gain acceptance and recognition from teachers and peers (Pianta, 1999). The presence of a supportive teacher-student relationship and a secure attachment to peers can serve as protective factors in situations of learning challenges (Prino et al., 2016; Zou et al., 2020). These positive interpersonal relationships enable students to integrate into the university environment more quickly, thereby developing a sense of school belonging. Limited studies have shown that parent–child attachment is an important factor influencing college students’ sense of school belonging (Yin et al., 2021), and parental disengagement and adolescent school attachment were closely related (Shochet et al., 2007; Oldfield et al., 2016). However, these studies examined parent–child attachment as a combined variable of father-child and mother–child attachment. The impact of father-child attachment remains unknown.

Research has shown that parent–child attachment can affect students’ mental health and social adaptation in school through the mediation of sense of school belonging (Shochet et al., 2008). On the one hand, when college students have a high sense of school belonging, it can help with academic performance and improve attendance rates (Lam et al., 2015). On the contrary, college students with a low sense of belonging to school will show more learning fatigue, lack interest in study or learning motivation (Aker and Şahin, 2022). On the other hand, the lack of school belonging may lead to emotional problems for students, such as anxiety, loneliness, and depression (Shochet et al., 2008; Oldfield et al., 2018). These negative emotions can impair students’ learning motivation and efficiency, leading to the occurrence of learning burnout. Therefore, it can be considered that sense of school belonging may play a mediating role between father-child attachment and academic burnout. This study proposes Hypothesis 3: Father-child attachment may affect college students’ academic burnout through the mediation of their sense of school belonging.



Current research

On the basis of attachment theory and the ecological systems theory, this study constructed a multiple mediation model, taking father-child attachment as an independent variable, academic burnout as a dependent variable, both core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging as mediating variables. We propose the hypotheses that father-child attachment negatively affects academic burnout, and it significantly positively affects core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging. Core self-evaluation and school belonging may serve as parallel mediators in the relationship between father-child attachment and academic burnout among Chinese college students (see Figure 1).

[image: Diagram depicting the relationship between father-child attachment as the independent variable and academic burnout as the outcome, with core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging as mediators. Arrows indicate causality and mediation effects.]

FIGURE 1
 The proposed multiple mediation model.





Materials and methods


Participants

The participants were 418 students recruited from three universities of Hubei Province, China. A group test was carried out. A total of 453 anonymous questionnaires were distributed and 418 valid questionnaires were collected, with an effective rate of 92.3%. The age of the subjects ranged from 17 to 25 years old, with an average age of 19.29 years (SD = 1.36 years). There were 143 male students (34.2%) and 275 female students (65.8%). The participants consisted of 134 (32.1%) in Grade One, 165 (35.9%) in Grade Two, 101 (24.2%) in Grade Three, and 18 (4.3%) in Grade Four.



Measures


Father-child and mother–child attachment scale

The father-child attachment and mother–child attachment subscales in the Chinese version of the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA) (Armsden and Greenberg, 1987) revised by Bao and Xu (2006) were used for measurement. The two subscales contained 25 questions (i.e., “My Dad respects my feeling.”, “I tell my mother about my problems and troubles.”), both including three dimensions of trust, communication, and alienation. All the items were presented in the form of a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = almost never, 5 = almost always). Participants with higher total scores suggested that they had higher level of attachment to their fathers or mothers. In this study, the Cronbach’s α for two scales were 0.869 and 0.885, respectively.



Core self-evaluation scale

The Scale of Core Self-evaluations (Judge et al., 2003) was adopted, which had 12 items, such as “I am confident I get the success I deserve in life.” The 5-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagreeable” to “strongly agreeable” was used, with higher total scale indicating higher levels of core self-evaluation. In this study, the Cronbach’s α of the scale is 0.805.



Psychological sense of school membership

A revised Chinese version of Scale of Psychological sense of school membership (Goodenow, 1993) was applied to test the sense of school belonging, which had 18 items, such as “I feel like a part of my school.” The 6-point Likert scale ranging from “Not at all true” to “Completely true” was adopted, where higher scores indicate higher degree of sense of school belonging. In this study, the Cronbach’s α of the scale is 0.884.



Academic burnout scale for college students

The Academic Burnout Scale for College students developed by Lian et al. (2006) was adopted, which included 3 dimensions such as physical and mental exhaustion, improper behavior, and low achievement. The scale contained 20 items (i.e., “I want to study, but I find it very boring,” “I seldom study after class”), which was presented in the form of a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagreeable” to “strongly agreeable” was used, with higher total scale indicating higher levels of academic burnout. In this study, the Cronbach’s α of the scale is 0.870.



Control variables

In addition to the main variables of interest, we controlled for mother–child attachment to investigate the unique impact of father-child attachment. The impact of father-child attachment on children’s development may be influenced by the level of mother–child attachment. Previous studies have found that father-child attachment and mother–child attachment have a compensatory effect on the development of children, with one parent alleviating the negative impact of the other (Verschueren and Marcoen, 1999; Zhao, 2012). Therefore, mother–child attachment in this study was controlled in order to analysis the independent effect of father-child attachment. Gender, age, and grade were also controlled to avoid these variables’ influence. Research showed that the associations between father-child attachment and children’s developmental outcomes will vary with age, gender, and development stage (Verschueren, 2019).



Procedure

Informed consent to participate in this study was obtained from all participants before the data collection. Participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and they could terminate the participation at any time. The Ethical approval was granted by the Ethical Committee at Hubei Engineering University. Moreover, teachers from each university were recruited and trained as research assistants to completed the distribution and recycling of questionnaires, and answered the participants’ any questions immediately. The participants were given approximately 30 min to complete the survey.



Data analysis

SPSS version 23.0 was used for descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. The Pearson’s correlation analysis was applied to analyze the correlation coefficient between variables. Then Model 4 in PROCESS macro program for SPSS (Hayes, 2012) was conducted to investigate the multiple mediating effects of core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging between father-child attachment and academic burnout among college students. The 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval was selected based on 5,000 bootstrap samples to estimate the statistical significance of the multiple mediating effect.





Common method bias tests

As the data in this study comes from participants’ self-reports, the deviation caused by the same data collection method might occur. To exclude this possibility, Harman’s single-factor test method was applied to detect the common-method bias. According to the results of non-rotating principal component factor analysis, 15 common factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were extracted, and the variation explained by the first factor was 21.65% (less than the 40% of standard threshold), indicating that there was no serious common-method bias in this study (Podsakoff et al., 2003).



Results


Preliminary analysis

The mean, standard deviation, and correlation coefficient of father-child attachment, mother–child attachment, core self-evaluation, sense of school belonging, and academic burnout are shown in Table 1. The results showed that father-child attachment was significantly negatively correlated with academic burnout (p < 0.01), and positively correlated with core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging (p < 0.01); core self-evaluation was positively correlated with sense of school belonging (p < 0.01), and negatively correlated with academic burnout (p < 0.01); sense of school belonging was negatively correlated with academic burnout (p < 0.01).



TABLE 1 The correlation of the main study variables (N = 418).
[image: Correlation matrix table displaying variables: father-child attachment (FCA), mother-child attachment (MCA), core self-evaluation (CSE), sense of school belonging (SSB), academic burnout (AB), gender, and age. Means and standard deviations are shown. Significant correlations are highlighted, with values such as 0.58 between FCA and MCA. Gender is binary, and variables are measured against academic burnout and other factors. Significance is marked with asterisks, showing p-values less than 0.05 and 0.01.]



Testing for multiple mediating effect

It can be seen from Table 1 that father-child attachment, core self-evaluation, sense of school belonging and academic burnout are significantly correlated with each other. In this study, the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval was selected based on 5,000 bootstrap samples to estimate the statistical significance of the multiple mediating effect, and Model 4 (a mediation model) in SPSS macro compiled by Hayes (2012) was used to test it. Under the condition of controlling for mother–child attachment, gender, age, and grade, the results of multiple mediation regression analysis (see Table 2; Figure 2) showed that the independent variable father-child attachment could significantly affect core self-evaluation (B = 0.05, t = 3.71, p < 0.01); father-child attachment significantly influenced sense of school belonging (B = 0.06, t = 3.26, p < 0.01); core self-evaluation (B = −0.55, t = −11.32, p < 0.001), sense of school belonging (B = −0.20, t = −5.94, p < 0.001) and father-child attachment (B = −0.02, t = −1.99, p < 0.05) significantly affected academic burnout.



TABLE 2 Testing for the multiple mediating effects.
[image: Regression analysis table for 418 participants with outcomes: core self-evaluation, sense of school belonging, and academic burnout. Predictors include gender, age, grade, and attachment types. Fitting indicators are R, R-squared, and F values, indicating significance levels with asterisks. Core self-evaluation shows R equals 0.42, R-squared equals 0.18, and F-value 15.83. Sense of school belonging shows R equals 0.44, R-squared equals 0.19, and F-value 17.77. Academic burnout shows R equals 0.75, R-squared equals 0.56, and F-value 67.21. Significant coefficients are marked with p less than 0.05, 0.01, and 0.001.]

[image: Diagram showing relationships between variables: "Father-child attachment" affects "Core self-evaluation" (0.05**) and "Sense of School belonging" (0.06**). "Core self-evaluation" impacts "Academic burnout" (-0.55***), while "Sense of School belonging" affects "Academic burnout" (-0.20**). Direct effect from "Father-child attachment" to "Academic burnout" is -0.02*.]

FIGURE 2
 The multiple mediating effects of core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging.


In addition, Table 3 shows the mediating effects of father-child attachment on academic burnout. The direct effect of father-child attachment on academic burnout is-0.02 (t = −1.99, p < 0.05, LLCI = −0.04, ULCI = −0.002), accounting for 33.3% of the total effect (−0.06), and the total indirect effect of core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging between father-child attachment and academic burnout is −0.04, 95% [−0.07, −0.02], accounting for 66.7% of the total effect (−0.06). The indirect effect of core self-evaluation between father-child attachment and academic burnout is −0.03, 95% [−0.05, −0.01], accounting for 50.0% of the total effect (−0.06). The indirect effect of sense of school belonging between father-child attachment and academic burnout is-0.01, 95% [−0.03, −0.001], accounting for 16.7% of the total effect (−0.06). The bootstrap 95% confidence interval of the mediating effects of both core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging did not contain 0 value. All standardized effects are statistically significant (see Table 3). This indicates that core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging have a multiple mediating effect between father-child attachment and academic burnout.



TABLE 3 The estimates of total, direct and indirect effects of the model.
[image: Table showing the indirect effects of father-child attachment on academic burnout through core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging. Total indirect effect is -0.04 with a standard error of 0.02. Bootstrapped confidence intervals range from -0.09 to -0.03. Relative mediation effects are 50.0% for core self-evaluation and 16.7% for sense of school belonging, totaling 66.7%.]




Discussion

After controlling for the variables of mother–child attachment, gender, age, and grade, this study found that the level of father-child attachment significantly and negatively influenced college students’ academic burnout. This supports Hypothesis 1 and is consistent with previous research that highlights the significant role of fathers in children’s academic performance (Coley et al., 2011; Affuso et al., 2017; Whitney et al., 2018). Previous studies have found that fathers in Chinese families are highly involved in their children’s education and place great importance on their academic performance (Xu, 2016). According to the Father Activation Theory (Paquette and Bigras, 2010), positive father-child relationships can stimulate children’s interest in exploration and encourage them to face challenges in various aspects of their lives, including learning and interpersonal relationships. Fathers often possess personality traits such as confidence, initiative, independence, and the ability to confront challenges and overcome difficulties. Long-term positive interactions and guidance from fathers can help students effectively cope with learning difficulties, establish reasonable academic goals, and actively engage in learning to avoid academic burnout. On the contrary, because of lacking of father’s activation, individuals with a estranged father-child relationship may dare not to explore one’s own goals in the loose environment of Chinese universities. Chinese colleges and universities still follows the pattern which is strict at entrance but casual to out (Feng, 2009), which makes the young realize that obtaining a degree of higher education is an easy matter. Therefore, lack of learning motivation and academic self-efficacy making them more prone to academic burnout at colleges and universities.


The mediating role of core self-evaluation

Moving on to the mediating effects, this study found that father-child attachment significantly affected college students’ core self-evaluation. Core self-evaluation partially mediates the relationship between father-child attachment and academic burnout, supporting Hypothesis 2. According to attachment theory’s internal working model (Bowlby, 1979), the internal working model formed through interactions with significant others includes a critical part related to core self-evaluation. When the father-child dyad involves positive interactions, fathers can provide emotional support and enhance their children’s self-worth and self-acceptance, promoting positive self-esteem development (Peng et al., 2022). Good father-child attachment have a negative effect on the level of neuroticism among adolescents (Yang and Cai, 2010). Father closeness significantly influenced their children’s self-efficacy (Wu and Yaacob, 2017), and individuals from father-absent homes were found to have a higher external locus of control than those from father-present homes (Lancaster and Richmond, 2012). Additionally, based on the approach-avoidance framework (Leupold et al., 2020), individuals with high core self-evaluation are less likely to internalize harsh critiques of their academic coursework and are more likely to utilize criticism as an opportunity for growth. On the other hand, individuals with low core self-evaluation may view the same feedback as a demotivating personal affront. Studies have shown that core self-evaluation is an important protective factor for individuals’ academic development (Lian et al., 2014). Individuals with high core self-evaluation are more adept at proactively coping with academic stress (Li et al., 2019). Conversely, individuals with low core self-evaluation are more likely to exhibit academic aversion, procrastination, and academic burnout (Lian et al., 2014; Rajapakshe, 2018). Based on these findings, it can be understood that core self-evaluation mediates the relationship between father-child attachment and academic burnout.



The mediating role of sense of school belonging

Furthermore, this study found that father-child attachment significantly affected college students’ sense of school belonging, and sense of school belonging partially mediates the relationship between father-child attachment and academic burnout, supporting Hypothesis 3. This finding is in line with previous research on the relationship between parent–child attachment and school belonging (Yin et al., 2021). In traditional Chinese families, fathers serve as role models, and children often mimic their fathers’ behaviors and ways of handling things, forming a set of patterns during interactions with their fathers. Research indicated that father-child relationships focus on the social sphere and are closely related to the individual’s subsequent relationships (Paquette, 2004). Based on attachment theory, individuals construct internal working models about themselves, others, and interpersonal relationships from early attachment-relevant experiences with parents (Bowlby, 1979). The internal working models established through early social interactions naturally extends to an individual’s other interpersonal relationships, including peer relationships and students-teacher relationships, and indirectly affects their adaptation (Ma and Huebner, 2008). If college students learn good interpersonal communication skills from fathers, they will experience positive effects in their school life and learning, and establish good relationships with teachers and peers (Cabrera et al., 2011; Tan et al., 2023), ultimately forming a sense of school belonging.

Sense of school belonging refers to students’ sense of identification and attachment to the school community, which plays an important role in their motivation and emotional well-being, helping them cope with academic stress. According to Maslow’s theory of self-fulfillment, the satisfaction of an individual’s sense of belonging to their group is an important psychological need and a fundamental basis for pursuing self-actualization (Li and Singh, 2023). Students with a high sense of school belonging tend to demonstrate better metacognition, time management skills, and engage more in cooperative learning with peers (Won et al., 2018). Conversely, students with a low sense of school belonging exhibit maladaptive learning behaviors, lack interest or motivation in learning, exhibit high levels of procrastination, experience poor peer relationships, and demonstrate poor self-regulation skills (Kennedy and Tuckman, 2013; Oldfield et al., 2016). Additionally, students with low school belonging are more likely to experience negative emotions in school (Oldfield et al., 2018), which can further impact their academic performance. When college students establish a good father-child relationship with mutual trust and smooth communication, they are more likely to feel accepted, respected, and belonged at college. This feeling enhances students’ identification and sense of school belonging, thereby improving their motivation and academic achievement. Therefore, higher father-child attachment can enhance students’ sense of school belonging, thereby reducing their level of academic burnout.



The multiple mediating effects

The analysis of multiple mediation models found that in addition to having a direct effect on learning burnout, father-child attachment can also have a parallel mediation effect through core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging. Father-child attachment can affect an individual’s self-evaluation and the formation of sense of school belonging, thereby affecting the development of academic burnout. Therefore, individuals with high level of father-child attachment, positive self-evaluation, and good sense of school belonging are likely to have high autonomy and learning motivation, thereby reducing the occurrence of learning burnout. This is consistent with the ecological systems theory, the family is the most important proximal environment that affects individual development, and micro systems such as schools and individual characteristics also have a significant impact on individual development (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006). Family environment variables do not affect students’ development through a single direct path. They can indirectly affect students’ academic development through multiple paths such as individual psychological characteristics or students’ psychological states in the new environment.



Limitations and implications

While this study provides important insights into the relationships between father-child attachment, core self-evaluation, sense of school belonging, and academic burnout, there remain some limitations in this study. First, as a cross-sectional study, it cannot establish causal relationships between the variables. Future longitudinal studies can provide a clearer understanding of the temporal nature of these relationships. Second, all the data used in this study relied on self-reported questionnaires, which may be subject to social desirability bias and self-defense mechanisms. Future studies could incorporate multiple perspectives, including parents, peers, and teachers’ evaluations, to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the variables. Additionally, it is important to acknowledge that college students develop significant attachment relationships with peers, seeking emotional support from their peers to fulfill their need for belonging and intimacy and cope with academic failure. Future research can adopt an integrated perspective that considers family, individual, and interpersonal factors within the micro-environmental systems of college students’ academic development. Lastly, the sample were recruited from a specific province in central China, so caution should be required when interpreting the findings within different regions or outside of China.

Despite these limitations, the findings of this study have the following implications. When intervening with college students experiencing academic burnout, it is crucial for college administrators and practitioners to consider father-child attachment as a key factor related to students’ academic performance. Interventions can focus on improving father-child relationships, promoting effective communication, and enhancing mutual trust between fathers and children. Fathers can get involved in guiding the grown-up children to set academic goals they want to pursue, avoid negative evaluations of children experiencing academic setbacks, encourage them to overcome learning difficulties, enhance their self-esteem and academic self-efficacy, and increase their confidence in dealing with academic challenges. Additionally, fathers should pay special attention to their children’s integration into the university environment, encourage them to foster and sustain harmonious relationships with classmates, promote cooperation with peers, and provide positive guidance in establishing positive interactions with teachers to enhance their sense of school belonging, ultimately improving their learning motivation and academic achievement.




Conclusion

This study has explored the relationships between father-child attachment, core self-evaluation, sense of school belonging, and academic burnout among college students. The findings suggest that father-child attachment has direct and indirect effects on academic burnout, with core self-evaluation and sense of school belonging serving as parallel mediators. These findings contribute to our understanding of the internal mechanisms through which father-child attachment affects academic burnout in college students and highlight the importance of the father’s role in prevention and reduction of academic burnout among Chinese college students.
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Grit is known to be effective for long-term academic and social success. However, few studies have focused on the role of grit in parenting and its effect on the development of grit in children. Therefore, this study investigated the effect of maternal grit on children’s effortful control (EC), which is thought to be a precursor to grit, using parenting as a mediating factor. Participants in the current study were 412 children (age range: 18–21 months, M = 34.67 months, SD = 4.51 months) and their mothers. We assessed maternal grit, parenting style, maternal EC, and child EC, and found that maternal grit, maternal EC, and parenting style were positively correlated with child EC. Furthermore, maternal grit was related to EC in children not only directly, but also indirectly through responsive parenting. Additionally, maternal grit was found to be directly related to child EC only when assessed separately from maternal EC. The current study’s findings suggest that maternal grit is directly related to EC in children in a way that differs from the mother’s EC in child-rearing situations.
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1 Introduction

Grit, which has recently attracted interest, has been defined as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals,” which entails maintaining effort and interest in long-term goals despite adversity (Duckworth et al., 2007). The grit scale was developed by Duckworth et al. (2007) as a two-factor self-report scale for describing and predicting long-term outcomes based on perseverance of effort and consistency of interest in long-term goals. They also showed that people with higher grit scores have higher achievement outcomes, such as academic success and spelling contests. Extant research has focused on the effects of individual grit on one’s own abilities, such as academic performance and socioeconomic status (SES), with few studies conducted on the effects of personal grit on other factors, especially parenting (Oriol et al., 2017; Alhadabi and Karpinski, 2020; Li and Li, 2021). For example, parenting may be related to grit in that parents continue to maintain effective support and attention toward long-term goals for their own child.

However, little is known about the role of grit in parenting, or its effects on the development of grit in children. In an experimental setting, 12–15 months infants who observed adults effortfully engaging in a task engaged in tasks for a longer duration than those who observed adults engaging in a task with less effort (Leonard et al., 2017). Similarly, Shinya and Ishibashi (2022) revealed that observing adults’ effortful behavior affected infants’ enhanced sustained goal-directed attention across contexts. A recent study reported that maternal grit was positively associated with maternal responsiveness, controlled parenting, and grit among children aged 3–6 years (Imafuku et al., 2021). Additionally, maternal parenting style was positively associated with maternal perseverance of effort, suggesting that children raised by parents with high grit learn about persistence through parenting. These findings suggest that social engagement by caregivers with persistence may influence the development of effortful behavior in infants, although the long-term mediating effect of parenting on grit in children has not yet been directly investigated.

Most research on grit has been conducted on adolescents and older individuals (Oriol et al., 2017; Kevenaar et al., 2023), while few studies have focused on grit in children (Imafuku et al., 2021), as there are no standardized methods of measuring grit and the formation process of grit remains subject to debate. Furthermore, a critical issue in fostering grit in children is determining how parental grit relates to the precursors of grit at earlier developmental stages, when grit in children has not yet been identified (Lucca and Sommerville, 2018). One candidate precursor of grit is self-control, which is often referred to as a concept similar to grit. Self-control is derived from social psychology and involves the use of cognitive processes to regulate behavior, focus or shift attention, and inhibit behavior to achieve subdominant goals (Yamagata et al., 2005a; Karreman et al., 2006; Nigg, 2017). In the context of developmental psychology, self-control is often referred to as effortful control (EC), which is the ability to inhibit a dominant response and activate a subdominant response (Ahadi and Rothbart, 1994; Rothbart and Bates, 2006).

Duckworth and Gross (2014) argued that self-control is the ability to regulate or resist attention in the presence of temptation, whereas grit involves consistently pursuing a higher-order goal over years or sometimes decades. Grit, self-control, and EC are indistinguishable at both the phenotypic and behavioral genetic levels of conscientiousness, suggesting that the overlap is substantially due to genetic factors (Takahashi et al., 2021). Similarly, grit and self-control are significantly phenotypically correlated with academic performance, suggesting that these variables may share genetic factors (Kevenaar et al., 2023). By contrast, the relationship between grit and EC still requires discussion, and some argue that grit and EC are different concepts. Studies on elementary and junior high school students have shown differences between grit and self-control in the context of academic performance (Oriol et al., 2017). By estimating the covariance of both components, grit was found to be associated with academic self-efficacy at both educational stages, but only with school satisfaction at secondary school. Conversely, self-control showed a significant relationship with school satisfaction only among elementary school students. Taken together, these findings suggest that while grit and self-control share overlapping components, they may represent distinct concepts with unique components, especially in terms of the timescale associated with goal attainment.

Nevertheless, in children at an early stage of development, it is difficult to maintain long-term goals because episodic memory formation and mental time travel are underdeveloped (Suddendorf and Redshaw, 2013; Blankenship and Kibbe, 2019) Therefore, it is possible that “EC (self- control),” which controls behavior for shorter-term goals, precedes and underlies “grit,” which is the ability to persistently pursue long-term goals (Lucca and Sommerville, 2018). Actually, early EC is thought to emerge in the first year of life (Diamond, 1991, 2002), and has been shown to a predictor for later self-control and academic outcomes (Blair and Razza, 2007; Valiente et al., 2010; Neuenschwander et al., 2012). Therefore, the present study focused on the EC—a representative measure of self-control and persistence in developmental psychology—as a child outcome predicted by maternal grit.

Moreover, assuming that grit and EC represent different variables, it is conceivable that the influence of maternal grit and EC on child EC differs when mediated by parenting. Lengua et al. (2007) reveal that not all aspects of parenting are associated with EF (which often overlaps with EC). It has been suggested that parents with high EF skills may refrain from indulgent and over-reactive, but positive parenting such as engaging children in family-discussions and encouraging them persistently, may not necessarily depend on high EF (Korucu et al., 2019). Thus, maternal EC and maternal grit may therefore differ in their impact on parenting. Parents should demonstrate “self-control” by selecting certain behaviors, such as an appropriate response to their child, while inhibiting other behaviors, such as yelling. Further, parents must demonstrate “grit,” which persistently focuses on attaining long-term goals and sustaining their passion, to their children. Although there is some evidence that observing others’ effortful behavior over a short period in a general non-parenting context encourages children to imitate and encourage effortful behavior (Leonard et al., 2017; Shinya and Ishibashi, 2022), the long-term effects of observing caregivers’ effortful behavior are still unknown. Therefore, the present study examined the possibility of different effects of parental grit and parental EC in the context of parenting.

Individual differences in child EC arise from both genetics and environmental factors (Losoya et al., 1997; Willems et al., 2019). Early developmental stage of EC is heavily influenced by parents (e.g., Cumberland-Li et al., 2003; Eisenberg et al., 2005; Davenport et al., 2011); warm and supportive parenting not only contributes to predicting future of child EC (Kochanska et al., 2000; Eisenberg et al., 2005), but also improves cognitive solving skills during childhood (Whipple et al., 2011). Additionally, parenting styles have been found to be affected by parents’ EC. For example, mothers with high EC were found to exhibit higher levels of warmth, support, and positive emotions towards their children (Mangelsdorf et al., 1990; Cumberland-Li et al., 2003; Davenport et al., 2011). Although parental EC and parenting influence child EC, research on the influence of parental grit remains scarce. Imafuku et al. (2021) examined child EC, parent–child grit, and parenting, and observed a positive correlation between each variable; however, the direct effect of parental grit on child EC and the indirect effect of parenting were not examined.

This study aimed to clarify the effects of maternal grit, maternal EC, and parenting style as strong predictors of child EC. To measure child EC, we conducted a questionnaire survey with mothers of children aged 18–21 months to determine the earliest stage of child EC (using the Early Child Behavior Questionnaire [ECBQ]; Putnam et al., 2006). As children’s EC become more consistent around the age of 3–4 years (Kochanska et al., 2000), examining the children’ EC before 2 years of age, which is not crystalized the EC, is considered appropriate to examine the precursors of grit in children. We hypothesized that maternal grit would positively correlate with child EC and parenting (Imafuku et al., 2021). In addition, previous studies have shown that maternal grit is associated with responsive parenting (Imafuku et al., 2021) and that warm parenting promotes EC in children (Kochanska et al., 2000; Eisenberg et al., 2005). Thus, we hypothesized that maternal grit predicts EC in children mediated by parenting style. Finally, given that structural differences between grit and EC have been debated (Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth and Gross, 2014), we explored whether maternal grit is associated with child EC through parenting in the same way as parental EC. Accordingly, we hypothesized that maternal grit is a strong predictor of child EC, even after controlling for parenting.



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Participants

This study was approved by the ethical committee of Life Science Research Ethics and Safety, The University of Tokyo (approval number: 17–270). The participants were primary caregivers of children aged 18–21 months. They were recruited from a database using an online survey (Cross Marketing, Inc., Tokyo, Japan). We conducted the survey twice, obtaining 714 responses from March 22 to 24, 2021, and 644 responses from October 22 to November 1, 2021. To ensure the validity of responses, trap questions randomly inserted within the survey items were excluded. Additionally, all straight-line responses were excluded, resulting in the exclusion of 526 out of 1,358 respondents. Furthermore, responses with significantly long durations (nearly an hour or more) were excluded based on recorded start and end times. Of the collected data, 138 sets were from fathers; however, these were excluded from the current analysis for use in other studies. Hence, we utilized 412 data from mothers only. After obtaining all responses, we excluded the following data: respondents (1) who were not primary caregivers, including fathers, (2) whose children were outside the 37–45 week gestation range, and (3) who provided contradictory and incomplete answers. The final sample included 412 mothers (mean age = 34.67 months, SD = 4.51 months) of children aged 18–21 months (202 girls [49%], 210 boys [51%], mean age = 19.78 months, SD = 1.02 months). The mothers’ educational levels ranged from middle school to doctoral/postgraduate degrees as follows: middle school (2.2% of participants), high school (17.5%), college (32%), bachelor’s degree (42%), master’s or doctoral degree (5.1%), and other academic backgrounds (1%). The mothers self-reported family income (in Japanese yen) across 12 categories was as follows: 0–1,000,000 (1.2% of participants); 1,000,001–2,000,000 (2.9%); 2,000,001–3,000,000 (6.3%); 3,000,001–5,000,000 (28.6%); 5,000,001–6,000,000 (16%); 6,000,001–7,000,000 (14.3%); 7,000,001–9,000,000 (14.3%); 9,000,001–10,000,000 (4.4%); 10,000,001-12,000,000 (5.3%); 12,000,001–15,000,000 (3.4%); 15,000,001-20,000,000 (1.9%) and > 20,000,001 (1.2%).



2.2 Measurements

The survey comprised five sections: (1) Japanese version of the Short Grit Scale (Grit-S; Takehashi et al., 2018), (2) parenting style (Nakamichi, 2013), (3) parenting EC (Yamagata et al., 2005b), (4) ECBQ-Short Form (Nakagawa et al., 2011), and (5) demographic information.


2.2.1 Maternal grit

Grit was assessed using Japanese version of Short Grit Scale (Grit-S, Takehashi et al., 2018), which comprises 12 items that assess two factors: six items for perseverance of effort (e.g., I have overcome setbacks to conquer an important challenge) and six items for consistency of interest (e.g., new ideas and projects sometimes distract me from previous ones). Each item is rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all like me) to 5 (very much like me). The overall grit score was calculated as the average of total scores of the two factors. The internal consistency of the scales demonstrated acceptable reliability (effort: α = 0.86; interest: α = 0.77). The entire scale demonstrated acceptable internal consistency (α = 0.75).



2.2.2 Parenting style

Parenting style was assessed using the Japanese version of the Parenting Style Questionnaire (Nakamichi, 2013), which was based on Baumrind (1966). The questionnaire comprises 13 items that assess two factors: eight items for responsiveness (e.g., expressing affection by hugging and talking with gentle words) and five items for control (e.g., keeping your child quiet in places that require them to be quiet, such as libraries and movie theaters). Items are scored using a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). The total responsiveness score ranges from 8 to 32, and that of control ranges from 5 to 20. The scores on the two dimensions of parenting (parenting score) were averaged for each sub-factor. Internal consistency values were α = 0.84 for responsive parenting and α = 0.71 for controlling parenting. The two subscales were significantly correlated (r = 0.47, p < 0.001) and a composite score was created by calculating the average of the total scores of both subscales.



2.2.3 Maternal EC

Maternal EC was measured using the Japanese version of Adults Temperament Questionnaire (ATQ; Rothbart et al., 2000) developed by Yamagata et al. (2005b). The ATQ includes four factors: negative affect, extraversion/surgency, EC, and orienting sensitivity. In this study, we used the 35 items in the EC dimension of ATQ, based on previous studies (Tanaka et al., 2013; Nishimura and Matsuda, 2020). This dimension comprises three components: (1) inhibitory control—the ability to inhibit inappropriate behaviors (11 items); (2) activation control—the ability to perform an action in a situation that one has a strong tendency to avoid (12 items); and (3) attentional control—the ability to focus and shift attention (12 items; Rothbart et al., 2000). Each item is scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not true) to 5 (true). The score ranges from 11 to 55 for inhibitory control and from 12 to 60 for attentional control and activation control. Total maternal EC score was the average of the entire scale. Items in each of the subscales demonstrated adequate internal consistency (inhibitory control: α = 0.65; activation control: α = 0.79; and attentional control: α = 0.82). The 35-item EC scale demonstrated acceptable reliability in our sample (α = 0.89).



2.2.4 Child EC

We measured child EC using Japanese version Early Childhood Behavior Questionnaire-short form (ECBQ; Nakagawa et al., 2011), comprising 107 items that assess 18 dimensions of temperament in children aged 18–36 months. We used only 34 items related to EC; based on previous studies (Nakagawa et al., 2011; Inoue and Kondo, 2019), EC is a validated factor defined by the loadings of perceptual sensitivity (PS), attention shifting (AS), sociability (SC), positive anticipation (PA), low-intensity pleasure (LIP), and attention focusing (AF). Each item was scored on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always), and an 8 option of “not applicable.” The total score of child EC was calculated as the average total score of all the sub-factors. The internal consistency each sub-factor was as follows: PS (α = 0.78), AS (α = 0.70), SC (α = 0.96), PA (α = 0.88), LIP (α = 0.84), and AF (α = 0.55). The entire scale demonstrated acceptable reliability (α = 0.94). We excluded 1% of the data that were more than three standard deviations above or below the mean of the total number of eight points (not applicable).




2.3 Data analysis

The demographic information included the child’s sex and age, maternal age, maternal academic background, and family income. Before conducting the full-scale analysis, SES was standardized. SES was assessed based on family income and maternal education. Family income was assigned a 12-point scale and maternal education was assigned a 5-point scale. Following a previous study (Moriguchi and Shinohara, 2019), family income and maternal education were individually converted to z-scores and averaged to create a total SES score.

To assess the first hypothesis we calculated descriptive statistics and correlations between the variables. Considering the second research question, a multiple regression model was used to examine the potential predictive relationships among maternal grit, maternal EC, parenting score, and child EC. To investigate whether maternal grit is associated with child EC, we conducted mediation analyses using AMOS (ver. 28). Finally, we examined the mediating role of parenting in the relationships between maternal grit, maternal EC, and child EC. We tested the significance of the indirect effect using bias-corrected bootstrapping procedures with 2,000 simulations. A bias-corrected bootstrapped effect with a 95% confidence interval (CI) that does not include zero would be evidence of an intermediary pathway linking maternal grit and maternal EC to child EC through the two dimensions of parenting.




3 Results


3.1 Correlation analysis

Table 1 summarizes the means and standard deviations for the study variables. A series of correlation analyses were used to examine the relationships between the variables. Maternal grit was positively associated with responsiveness parenting (r = 0.18, p < 0.001), maternal EC (r = 0.51, p < 0.001), and child EC (r = 0.24, p < 0.001). Further, child EC was positively associated with responsive parenting (r = 0.33, p < 0.001), controlled parenting (r = 0.24, p < 0.001), and parental EC (r = 0.28, p < 0.001). The correlations between maternal EC and responsive parenting (r = 0.31, p < 0.001) and controlling parenting (r = 0.16, p < 0.01) were positive and statistically significant. Only maternal EC was positively associated with children’s age (r = 0.12, p < 0.05). Children’s sex was also positively associated with only controlled parenting (r = 0.10, p < 0.05). SES was not correlated with any of the other variables.



TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the study variables.
[image: Table displaying standardized effects for various factors including Age, Sex, SES, Responsiveness Parenting, Controlled Parenting, Maternal Grit, Maternal EC, and Child EC. Correlations are noted with asterisks indicating significance levels: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Descriptive statistics include means and standard deviations.]



3.2 First mediation model

A structural equation model was used to examine parenting as a mediator between maternal grit and child EC. We used a mediation model via AMOS. The results (see Figure 1) revealed that the total standardized direct effect of maternal grit on child EC, without considering the effect of parenting, was significant (β = 0.24, p < 0.001). The analysis of the association between maternal grit and responsive parenting suggested a significant positive effect (β = 0.18, p < 0.01), while the coefficient of controlled parenting was not significant (p > 0.05). Independently, both responsive and controlled parenting significantly predicted child EC (β = 0.25, p < 0.001; β = 0.11, p < 0.05). Finally, the regression model indicated that the standardized direct effect of maternal grit on child EC, considering the effect of parenting, was significant (β = 0.19, p < 0.001), but the effect was smaller than before the mediation variable was considered.

[image: Flowchart illustrating relationships between maternal grit, parenting responsiveness, parenting control, and children's EC. Arrows indicate paths with coefficients: maternal grit to parenting responsiveness (.18**), maternal grit to parenting control (.05), parenting responsiveness to children's EC (.25***), and parenting control to children's EC (.11**). Direct path from maternal grit to children's EC shows a change from .24*** to .19***.]

FIGURE 1
 Mediation model of maternal grit on children’s effortful control. Demographic covariates not shown. Standardized effects were reported. The number before the arrow from “Maternal grit” to “Child EC” is the value before introducing the parameter, and the number after is the value after introducing the parameter. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.


Although we evaluated the fit of this model, it did not show a high degree of fit (χ2/df = 99.604, p = 0.00, CFI = 0.443, RMSEA = 0.490). Because the number of observed variables and sample size tend to produce estimates that suggest a poorer fit than their population counterparts in CFI and RMSEA (Shi et al., 2019), it is difficult to conclude that this model is not necessarily appropriate. Furthermore, it is recommended to supplement reliability by using bootstrapping methods in mediation analyzes for small to medium-sized samples (Shrout and Bolger, 2002). Therefore, to ascertain the significance of the effects, a bootstrap nonparametric resampling procedure with 2,000 bootstrap sample simulations with bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (CI) was applied. Bootstrap analysis of the indirect effect of parenting on the association between maternal grit and child EC showed a bias-corrected 95% CI that did not include zero (CI [0.01, 0.10]).

These results, along with the statistical significance of the remaining paths, support the idea of a partial mediation model that accounts for 14.7% of the variance in child EC (F [3,408] = 24.612, p < 0.001). Children’s age and sex, SES were not statistically significant associated with child EC and were removed from subsequent mediation analysis in SEM.



3.3 Second mediation model

Overall, the model that additionally considered maternal EC to the first mediation model accounted for 15.8% of the variance in child EC (F [4,407] = 20.232; p < 0.001). The results from the mediation model suggest that the indirect effect of parenting on the association between maternal grit and child EC disappeared, and only a partial mediation between maternal and child EC was observed. More specifically, with both parenting dimensions as mediators, the estimated regression coefficient between maternal grit and parenting score was reduced to the point that maternal grit was no longer a significant predictor (β = 0.04, p = 0.494; β = −0.04, p = 0.499). Additionally, the standardized direct effect of maternal grit on child EC was lower than that in the first model (β = 0.13, p < 0.05).

By contrast, the estimated regression coefficient between maternal EC and responsive parenting was positive and significant (β = 0.29, p < 0.001). Additionally, the coefficient of controlled parenting was positive and significant (β = 0.18, p < 0.01). Moreover, the standardized direct effect of maternal EC on child EC, considering the effect of parenting, was significant (β = 0.14, p < 0.05). Finally, the analysis of the association between both parenting dimensions and child EC suggested a significant positive effect (β = 0.22, p < 0.001; β = 0.11, p < 0.05).

The model also did not show a high degree of fit (χ2/df = 90.285, p = 0.00, CFI = 0.728, RMSEA = 0.466), to ascertain the significance of the effects, a bootstrap nonparametric resampling procedure with 2,000 bootstrap sample simulations. Estimates of the indirect effect along with bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (CI) were provided. Bootstrap analysis of the indirect effect of parenting on the association between maternal and child EC suggested a bias-corrected 95% CI that did not include zero (CI [0.04, 0.12]). Figure 2 illustrates the second mediation model with standardized coefficients. Children’s age and sex, SES were not statistically significant associated with child EC and were removed from subsequent mediation analysis in SEM.
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FIGURE 2
 Parenting as a partial mediator in the relationship between maternal grit, maternal effortful control and child effortful control. Demographic covariates not shown. Standardized effects were reported. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.





4 Discussion

This study aimed to clarify whether maternal grit, through parenting, influences EC in early development of children, and whether maternal grit has a unique influence on child EC that is different from maternal EC. Therefore, we administered a mother-rated questionnaire focusing on toddlers (18–21 months old) in whom the earliest developmental stages of EC could be measured (using the ECBQ; Putnam et al., 2006). Additionally, mothers were asked to answer questionnaires regarding grit, EC, and parenting style. Maternal grit was positively associated with child EC, and this relationship was mediated by responsive parenting. Additionally, in models that included maternal EC, only the direct effect of maternal grit on child EC remained and the indirect effect through parenting disappeared. Furthermore, maternal EC showed not only a direct association with child EC but also an indirect association through parenting.

Our findings suggest that parenting is associated with maternal grit and child EC, and mediates their relationship. Similar to previous research, maternal responsive parenting was moderately correlated with maternal grit and child EC (Imafuku et al., 2021). Our regression analysis confirmed the relationship between maternal grit and parenting style (responsiveness/controlled) in child EC. Furthermore, to examine the role of maternal parenting, a mediation analysis revealed that maternal responsive parenting significantly mediated the relationship between maternal grit and child EC.

These results are similar to those of previous studies wherein children whose parents provided warm and supportive parenting were associated with better EC (Kochanska et al., 2000; Eisenberg et al., 2005). However, to our knowledge, the results of current study are the first to not only associate parenting with maternal grit and child EC (Imafuku et al., 2021), but also show that maternal grit mediates responsive parenting and is associated with child EC. In other words, mothers with high grit are more likely to show responsive parenting, which may contribute to fostering their children’s effortful behavior. Furthermore, regression analysis showed that the direct effect of maternal grit on child EC remained significant even after parenting and maternal EC were considered as parameters. These results indicate that parental behavior may influence child EC in ways that are not directly related to parenting. Recent studies have shown that observing persistent effortful behavior can imitatively influence infant behavior and attention, albeit in the short term (Leonard et al., 2017; Shinya and Ishibashi, 2022). Thus, the findings of the current study suggest that children may acquire effortful behavior not only through direct social interactions like parenting, but also through observation of parents’ persistent effortful attention and behaviors.

Although the relationship between maternal grit and responsive parenting weakened, considering the variance in maternal EC, maternal grit still showed a positive relationship with child EC. We found that maternal EC was not only directly associated with child’s EC but also indirectly, mediated by parenting. Previous studies have also shown that mothers with high EC provide positive parenting (Davenport et al., 2011), and that such mothers’ responses have been shown to contribute to enhancing their children’s cognitive skills, including EC (Whipple et al., 2011). To summarize, mothers who control their own behavior and show consistent parenting may foster EC in their children.

Interestingly, our results indicate that maternal grit and EC may differently affect child EC. As mentioned above, maternal grit was directly related to child EC without considering parenting as an mediating factor, whereas maternal EC was not only directly related to child EC, but also indirectly related to it via parenting. To our knowledge, this is the first study to empirically report that maternal grit and self-control (i.e., EC), which follow different processes, affect child EC in child rearing situations. Our findings also support previous research showing that grit has a different goal (having a single challenging overarching goal and working hard towards it) and timescale (longer duration) than self-control (Duckworth and Gross, 2014). However, some argue that grit and EC are similar concepts (Takahashi et al., 2021; Kevenaar et al., 2023), and that the relationship between them requires further discussion. Given the findings of the current study, at least in the context of parenting, it is possible that maternal grit and EC have different relationships with child EC. One possible explanation for this difference is the uniqueness of the sub-concepts of grit. While one of the two sub-concepts that comprise grit, persistence of effort, is relatively similar to EC, the other concept, consistency in passionate interests, is the driving force that leads to responses that actively seek and invent viable alternatives to seemingly unattainable goals and actions (Duckworth and Gross, 2014). The nature of such grit may have indirect effects from parent to child, such as imitative learning, that go beyond direct parent–child interactions in daily life. Therefore, further research on the effects of grit and EC through parenting must be conducted, considering the structural differences between the two concepts.

Future research should consider the limitations of the current research. First, although the present study showed that maternal grit and EC are directly associated with child EC, we did not examine whether above three factors were due to observational and learning effects or genetic factors. Parent and child self-regulation studies have shown the possibility of direct genetic effects (Bridgett et al., 2018). Twin studies in parental and child EC have shown a heritability of approximately 60%; although this heritability varies widely among informants, heritability estimates based on parental reports were stronger than self-reports or observations (Willems et al., 2019). As grit is a relatively new concept that has only recently received attention, few studies have focused on the possibility that parent al and child grit are directly related. Therefore, further research is needed on the genetic influence of parental and child grit. Moreover, based on the findings of this study, it would be valuable to examine not only the relationship between parental and child EC, but also the influence of parenting on child grit. Therefore, it is necessary to conduct surveys or experiments that focus on the differences between grit and EC in children. Few studies have examined whether toddlers are capable of sustained action toward long-term goals. One study measured grit in children using the Grit-S, which was assessed by their parents (Imafuku et al., 2021). In addition, maternal reports may be prone to bias, potentially resulting in less valid responses compared with an experimental assessment of children’s EC. Therefore, it is necessary to develop an age-appropriate scale that can objectively and quantitatively measure grit in children. The development of this scale will provide further insight into the differences between child grit, EC, and their developmental processes (differentiation and individual). Although we determined the children’s age range to be 18–21 months to examine precursors of grit in children, children’s EC becomes more consistent around the age of 3–4 years (Kochanska et al., 2000). Therefore, it may be difficult to generalize our results to a larger age range, it may be difficult to generalize our results to a larger age range. Thus, conducting longitudinal studies would enable the establishment of causal relationships between parenting and children’s EC.

The current study’s findings indicate that maternal grit, EC, and parenting style are associated with child EC at 18–21 months of age. Maternal grit was found to be associated with child EC via responsive parenting. Moreover, a direct association between maternal grit and child EC was observed after controlling for maternal EC. Our study provides initial evidence that maternal grit is associated with EC in young children, in a way distinct from maternal EC in child rearing situations.
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The issue of left-behind children is a prominent social challenge that has surfaced in recent years as China’s modernization process advances. Due to national policies and economic limitations, most migrant parents opt to leave their children behind in their hometowns and entrusted to other relatives. The prolonged absence of parents, inadequate caretaker ability of other relatives, and limited resources in communal living conditions lead to mental development problems in left-behind children to varying degrees. Such children are more vulnerable to depression, anxiety and loneliness compared to their peers. Thus, the mental health issues of left-behind children ought to receive requisite attention. This paper utilizes the 2013–2014 survey data from the China Education Panel Study (CEPS) for an empirical research aiming to analyze quantitatively the effect of parenting styles on mental health of left-behind children, along with an examination of the mediating role of mental resilience, the results of which are as follows: first, positive parenting behavior significantly reduces mental health problems among left-behind children, whereas positive parenting attitudes do not have a significant effect; second, mental resilience mediates the influence of parenting behavior on children’s mental health but not the effect of parenting attitudes; and third, both positive parenting behavior and parenting attitudes significantly enhance the mental resilience of left-behind children.
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1 Introduction

The problem of left-behind children in China has emerged in the 1980s and gained significant attention in society since 2004 (Duan and Zhou, 2005). Its essence lies in the separation of parents and their underage children caused by population mobility (Pan and Ye, 2009). The absence of parents has negative consequences on children’s physical and mental development, social interactions as well as mental well-being (Zhang et al., 2014). Thus, the governance of this problem has become a crucial issue that the Party and the State must address urgently. The laws and regulations outlined in Opinions of the State Council on Strengthening the Care and Protection of Rural Left-behind Children (2013) by the Ministry of Education, the National Plan for the Development of Children in (Liu, 2014) by the Circular of the General Office of the State Council on the issuance of the national plan for the development of children in impoverished areas (2014), and the The State Council issued the Opinions on Strengthening (2016) promote the support and protection of left-behind children from a global perspective. These laws and regulations are characterized by flexibility, development and sustainability, and they offer strong operability solutions. Nonetheless, a recent meta-analysis revealed that left-behind children have a higher detection rate for depressive symptoms (around 29%) as well as for social anxiety (36.1%) when compared to their non-left-behind peers (Liu et al., 2021). This suggests that addressing the issue of left-behind children is a challenge and protracted process.

The mental health of children left behind is currently a key topic of widespread academic concern. Mental health refers to an intact state of cognitive rationality, emotional stability, appropriate behavior, and harmonious interpersonal relationships formed in the process of individual development, and is an important component of health. Some studies have indicated that the mental health of left-behind children is normal and not significantly different from that of their non-left-behind peers (Yue et al., 2006; Hu et al., 2007). However, other scholars hold different views, contending that the phenomenon of children left behind has a negative impact on their mental health and personality traits. In addition, mental issues among children left behind in junior high schools are particularly acute (Gao, 2008) evident in lower levels of self-consciousness, greater loneliness and higher levels of social anxiety. Notably, the fact that their parents work outside of the home is a significant risk factor for the mental health of these children (Zhao et al., 2012).

Given the urgency of resolving the issue of left-behind children, it is highly significant to study their mental well-being. Currently, the research on left-behind children’s mental health issues has two important deficiencies. Firstly, research primarily focuses on children’s mental health status, emotions and interpersonal relationships, with little investigation being conducted on the influence of parenting styles, behaviors and attitudes on the mental health of left-behind children. Secondly, Secondly, the role played by children’s mental resilience in the mental health of children left behind and its heterogeneous characteristics have hardly been fully explored by the academia. Considering the aforementioned shortcomings, this paper hopes to propose the influence of parenting styles on left-behind children’s mental health by taking family parenting styles as the entry point, introducing the mediating variable of mental resilience, and analyzing the microdata through field research and utilizing the data from the 2013–2014 annual survey of the China Education Panel Study (CEPS), and exploring the role played by mental resilience in the mental health of left-behind children. Finally, policy recommendations and intervention measures to promote the mental health of left-behind children are proposed.



2 Literature review and hypothesis


2.1 Parenting styles and mental health

Parenting styles refer to a range of behaviors and attitudes in parenting and values towards child development (Darling and Steinberg, 1993). The reason why parenting styles are subdivided into parenting behaviors and parenting attitudes in this paper is that parenting attitudes refer to parental evaluations of parenting pressures, and parenting behaviors refer mainly to parental feeding behaviors and early education behaviors toward children. These two have distinctive features and can well reflect the parenting styles. The family is a crucial environment for individual growth, parenting styles and behaviors have far-reaching impacts on children. As a result, there have been extensive discussions on parenting styles in the academia. Baumrind (1971), a renowned American psychologist, initially introduced the idea of family parenting. Through his research, he divided parenting styles into three categories: authoritative, authoritarian, and tolerant. Later, Maccoby and Martin further categorized parenting styles based on the dimensions of responsiveness and demandingness. They identified four types: authoritative type with high responsiveness and high demandingness, authoritarian type with low responsiveness and high demandingness, permissive type with high responsiveness and low demandingness, and neglectful type with low responsiveness and demandingness. Some researchers also believe that parenting style is complex and comprises various perspectives and aspects. Therefore, a single dimension cannot comprehensively summarize parenting behavior. There is a large number of well-established measurement scales on parenting styles at home and abroad. For instance, Perris developed the Evaluation of Parenting Behavior (EMBU), which is the most influential and widely used questionnaire abroad. Arrindell narrowed down the dimensions to trust and encouragement, authoritarianism, spoiling, emotional warmth and neglect, and developed the Simplified Parenting Behavior Scale (s-EMBU). A widely used parenting style scale in China is Yue Dongmei’s Family Parenting Style Scale, which incorporates Perris’s EMBU scale within the Chinese context. The scale eliminates entries from the EMBU scale and categorizes the parenting styles of fathers and mothers into six and five dimensions, respectively. Based on this, Wang (1998)divided the EMBU questionnaire into positive dimensions of parenting style (emotional warmth, understanding) and negative dimensions of parenting style (punishment and harshness, denial, over-interference, and protection). The Chinese version of the Simplified Parenting Questionnaire (s-EMBU-C) contains 21 questions and retains the three core dimensions of the original English version, namely denial, emotional warmth, and overprotection.

Research into the impact of parenting styles on the mental health of left-behind children has two main perspectives. The first perspective is to compare the parenting styles of left-behind with non-left-behind children and analyze the differences in their mental health; the second perspective analyzes the impact of different types of guardianship on the mental health of left-behind children from the perspective of guardianship type. A questionnaire survey was conducted by Liu and Chen (2018) among primary and secondary school students in Yunnan Province. The survey found that, in comparison non-left-behind children, left-behind children experienced less warm parenting styles. Allowing mothers to act as caregivers, it can reduce the problematic behaviors of left-behind children. However, it may create tensions in the mother–child relationship; According to the study by Huang and Li (2012), the effects of various parenting styles on various left-behind children are inconsistent. Overall, adopting positive and warm parenting styles rather than refuse to discipline them or spoil them is more beneficial to the healthy growth of left-behind children. Grandparenting (also known as inter-generational parenting) is one of the forms of guardianship that has been extensively researched. Considering reality and relevant literature, it is easy to conclude that grandparents tend to spoil their grandchildren through their parenting styles. Excessive care and protection significantly predict emotional and behavioral problems in children (Liu, 2003). As Zhu (2015) research findings, children who are raised solely by grandparents are more likely to have emotional, personality, and interpersonal problems, as well as worse social adjustment and lower levels of mental health compared to children raised in other parenting styles. This is because although grandparents are able to take care of their grandchildren physically, they cannot replace their parents emotionally. Deficiencies in emotions would impact the development of grandchildren’s secure attachment and social skills.

In general, positive parenting attitudes and behaviors facilitate high levels of self-esteem, optimism, self-control, social and moral maturity, while negative parenting styles such as verbal aggression, corporal punishment, and mental detachment can impede children’s development. For instance, Li et al. (2000) demonstrated that negative parenting styles are associated with a higher probability of kids experiencing negative emotions such as anxiety and depression.



2.2 The mediating factor: mental resilience of left-behind children

Mental resilience, also known as mental toughness, is a significant component of mental resources. It describes the process through which individuals encounter either a stressful situation or continued stress and their protective resources interact with the stressor to reduce or eliminate any negative consequences (Rutter, 2012).


	1. On the one hand, according to Liu and Chen (2018), left-behind children’s mental resilience is generally at a middle to upper level, and there are differences in the mental resilience level of left-behind children under different parenting styles, which are as follows: ① Parents with high resilience tend to provide them with more love, care and encouragement. In contrast, parents with low resilience may be colder, more rejecting and overprotective; ② Parental care and encouragement of autonomy are significantly associated with positive mental resilience of left-behind children. Conversely, indifference, rejection and overprotection have a significantly negative association with such resilience; ③ Parental care and rejection can significantly and positively affect the mental resilience of left-behind children, which is a protective factor. However, father’s indifference and rejection and mother’s overprotection both negatively impact such resilience, making them risk factors; ④ Parenting styles can affect the mental resilience of left-behind children to varying degrees, with mother’s parenting style having a greater influence than the father’s (Liu and Jin, 2018). This conclusion aligns with Tang (2012), Li et al. (2016), and Zhu et al. (2019) findings, which suggest that parenting style and caregivers’ mental resilience have a predictive effect on left-behind children’s mental health. At present, domestic academics give insufficient attention to the relationship between parenting styles and the mental resilience of left-behind children. Parental departure causes a significant change in family structure for left-behind children during their childhood, which can have a major impact on their lives. Hence, it is important for the state and society to focus on the influence of parenting styles on the mental resilience and mental health of left-behind children.

	2. On the other hand, mental resilience has an impact on the mental health of children left behind. Numerous studies have confirmed that the mental health of left-behind children generally experience some mental health issues. Nevertheless, individual mental resilience levels account for the variance in mental health status among left-behind children. Currently, domestic research on the mental resilience levels of left-behind children primarily examines their perspective of positive psychology. Song et al. (2013) explored the mental resilience levels of left-behind children from this perspective and confirmed a significant positive correlation between the mental resilience levels and mental health of the children, with higher levels of mental resilience corresponding to higher levels of mental health. Zhou et al. (2013) demonstrated that mental resilience plays a vital role in mental health protection, serving as a significant moderator between life events and mental health by effectively mitigating the negative impact of unfavorable circumstances. Furthermore, mental resilience exhibits a significant modulating effect between social support and mental health. Moreover, it can strengthen the protective effect of social support during low life events. In various studies, other researchers have emphasized the importance of mental resilience in different ways——suggesting that it positively affects children facing adversity, and that negative environments or experiences do not inevitably impact the individual negatively. Instead, the protective factors from the individual, the family, and external sources work together in countering the negative environmental effects. Additionally, one’s coping processes with stress are vital for overcoming adverse situations. It is possible to divide protective factors into individual, family, and extra-familial ones. Gender, life satisfaction, self-efficacy, personality traits, and subjective well-being are some examples of individual factors. Parent labor status, parenting styles, parent–child contact and attachment, number of children in the family, and family socio-economic status are some examples of family factors. Social support, peer relationships at school, and teacher-student relationships are categorized as external factors.






3 Empirical methods

Built on the previous research, this study was designed to investigate the relationship between different parenting styles and mental health, and thus proposes the hypothesis H1: There are notable discrepancies in the mental health of left-behind children under different parenting styles. On a more subdivided dimension, good parenting behaviors (Hypothesis 1a) and parenting attitudes (Hypothesis 1b) can have a positive impact on the mental health of children left behind. In order to test the aforementioned hypothesis and to empirically estimate the relationship, this article initially employed the multivariate regression method, with the model specification presented here (Equation 1).
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After the first step, we want to explore the mechanism behind this relationship. The influence of parenting styles may not be straightly linked to children’s mental health. Thus, some mediational factors may play roles in the connection between both ends of the hypothetical relationship. Consequently, we put forth the second set of hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a: Positive parenting behaviors have a positive effect on left-behind children’s mental resilience.Hypothesis 2b: Positive parenting attitudes have a positive effect on left-behind children’s mental resilience.


Although the importance of children’s mental resilience has been paid attention to, and the significant effects of parenting styles on left-behind children’s mental resilience as well as the effects of mental resilience on left-behind children’s mental health have also been discussed respectively, how much of a role it plays in the mechanism of parenting styles’ effects on left-behind children’s mental health and what its heterogeneous characteristics will be still need to be further explored. Considering these two points, we use structural equation modeling to explore mediating effects.

Hypothesis 3: Mental resilience plays a mediating effect in parenting styles on the mental health of left-behind children.Hypothesis 3a: Mental resilience plays a mediating effect in parenting behaviors on the mental health of left-behind children.Hypothesis 3b: Mental resilience mediates the effect of parenting attitudes on the mental health of children left behind.




4 Data and variables

This study uses data from the China Education Panel Survey (CEPS) baseline database that was collected by the National Survey Research Center at Renmin University of China (NSRC) during the autumn and spring semesters of 2013 and 2014. The database primarily employs questionnaires and multi-stage probability proportional to size (PPS) sampling methods to survey students, their parents, classroom teachers, and school leaders. The purpose is to examine how family, school, and social factors influence individuals and their education, which enhances the reliability and accuracy of empirical analysis.

Table 1 displays the variables used in the paper and corresponding descriptive statistics. The mental health is considered the dependent variable. The question reads as follows: ‘Have you experienced any of the following feelings in the last 7 days?’ The question further divides the available options into five subcomponents: ‘frustration’, ‘depression’, ‘unhappiness’, ‘life is not fun’, and ‘sadness’. The possible responses for each question option range from ‘never’ to ‘always’. The measurement of the five sub-questions is deemed effective, as demonstrated by a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.856, a KMO coefficient of 0.86, and a Bartlett’s significance of 0.00.


TABLE 1 Regression results of parenting attitudes on children’s mental health under left-behind conditions.


	
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)
	(5)



	Variables
	Frustration
	Depression
	Unhappiness
	Life is not meaning
	Sadness

 

 	(homework and exams)
 Do not care 	0.168* 	0.303*** 	 	0.420*** 	0.420***


 	(−0.0874) 	(−0.0963) 	 	(−0.0988) 	(−0.0988)


 	Very strict 	 	 	−0.284*** 	 	


 	 	 	(−0.0938) 	 	


 	Care but not strict 	0.0842** 	0.0784** 	−0.179** 	0.140*** 	0.140***


 	(−0.034) 	(−0.0374) 	(−0.0895) 	(−0.0384) 	(−0.0384)


 	(Daily home time)
 Care but not strict 	−0.0745** 	−0.0834 	−0.0829 	−0.097 	−0.097


 	(−0.0341) 	(−0.0622) 	(−0.0607) 	(−0.0641) 	(−0.0641)


 	(Choice of friends)
 Care but not strictly 	−0.0763** 	−0.0462 	−0.130*** 	−0.0655 	−0.0655


 	(−0.0366) 	(−0.0401) 	(−0.0447) 	(−0.0413) 	(−0.0413)


 	Very strict 	 	 	−0.0949* 	 	


 	 	 	(−0.0518) 	 	


 	(Dressing)
 Care but not strict 	−0.0623* 	−0.016 	 	0.0289 	0.0289


 	(−0.037) 	(−0.0455) 	(−0.0443) 	(−0.0419) 	(−0.0419)


 	(Time for Internet)
 Very strict 	0.0158 	−0.032 	−0.103 	−0.0749* 	−0.0749*


 	(−0.065) 	(−0.0423) 	(−0.0696) 	(−0.0435) 	(−0.0435)


 	Do not care 	 	0.041 	 	0.148** 	0.148**


 	(−0.0727) 	 	(−0.0748) 	(−0.0748) 	


 	(Time for television)
 Care but not strict 	−0.0247 	−0.0341 	−0.00376 	−0.0734* 	−0.0734*


 	(−0.0523) 	(−0.039) 	(−0.056) 	(−0.0401) 	(−0.0401)


 	(Performance in the school)
 Very strict 	 	 	−0.117* 	


 	 	 	(−0.0691) 	


 	Constant 	2.402*** 	2.232*** 	2.954*** 	1.886*** 	1.886***


 	−0.0817 	−0.111 	−0.103 	−0.0936 	−0.0936


 	Observation 	4,270 	4,252 	4,260 	4,245 	4,245


 	R-squared 	0.011 	0.008 	0.015 	0.023 	0.023





Standard errors in parentheses. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1. Bold values are used to highlight regression results with significant levels, and bold is used only for emphasis.
 

The independent variables of this study are mainly parenting styles, which include two main categories: parenting behaviors and parenting attitudes.


4.1 Parenting attitudes

The variable related to parenting attitudes in the CEPS 2014 questionnaire is question B23. The stem of the question is, “Do your parents discipline you strictly in the following things?” The questions were set to “homework and exams,” “performance at school,” “going to school every day,” “what time you get home every day,” “who you make friends with,” “how you dress,” “how much time you spend on the internet,” and “how much time you spend watching TV.” The answers to these questions included three categories: “do not care,” “care but not strict,” and “very strict.” In the actual measurement, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the parenting attitude was 0.78, the KMO coefficient was at 0.80, and the Bartlett’s significance was 0.00.



4.2 Parenting behaviors

The questions in the CEPS 2014 questionnaire that deal with parenting behaviors mainly cover six areas, B22 (parents’ supervision of children’s studies), B24 (parents’ discussion of problems with children), B25 (children’s relationship with parents), and B28 (frequency of children’s interactions with parents). Parental supervision of children’s studies was assessed by the frequency with which parents checked children’s homework and tutored children’s homework during the week. The answers to the questions were “never,” “1 or 2 days a week,” “3 or 4 days a week,” and “almost every day.” The questions in the questionnaire on the relationship between the child and his/her parents were used to determine the closeness of the child to his/her father or mother by direct questioning. The options were “not close,” “average,” and “very close.” Variables related to parent–child interactions in the questionnaire included the following: children discussing issues with their parents (what happens at school, children’s relationships with friends, children’s relationships with teachers, children’s moods, and children’s worries or concerns), and the frequency of doing the following things with their parents (including eating, reading, watching TV, doing sports, visiting, and going out). The options for how often children discuss issues with their parents are “never,” “sometimes,” and “often.” The frequency of children’s participation in activities with their parents was “never,” “once a year,” “once every 6 months,” “once a month “, “once a week” and “more than once a week.” The KMO value of the parent–child interaction is 0.78–0.84, and the KMO coefficient varies between 0.71 and 0.79, while the Bartlett’s significance is 0.00, indicating that it is suitable for factor analysis.

Question A12 from the CEPS 2014 survey provides a good assessment of children’s mental resilience. Question A12 reads, “Recalling your time in Grade 6, do you agree with the following descriptions of yourself?” The question comprises seven subcomponents with specific options, which are, “Even if I was a little unwell, I still try to attend school,” “I try my best to do my homework even if it’s something I do not like,” “I keep trying my best to do my homework even if it takes a long time,” “I can express my opinions clearly,” “I have quick reflexes,” “I can learn new things quickly” and “I am curious about new things,” The responses include for options: “Totally disagree,” “Do not quite agree,” “Comparatively agree, “and “Totally agree” 4 options.

This study controlled for other potential factors that may affect mental health in children. Student-specific characteristics were analyzed, including the type of hukou (0 = non-agricultural hukou, 1 = agricultural hukou), the child’s gender (0 = female, 1 = male); whether or not the child was an only child (which was transformed into a dummy variable in this study, with 0 = No and 1 = Yes). Parental characteristic variables included: family economic conditions (which were categorized in this study as difficult [very difficult and relatively difficult], medium [relatively wealthy] and wealthy [very wealthy] with values 0 = difficult, 1 = medium, 2 = wealthy); and parental education level was based on a nine-category in the CEPS 2014 survey and was converted to years of education and included as a continuous variable in the model by Tu et al. (2017). To be Specific: 0 = no education; 6 = elementary school; 9 = junior high school; 11 = secondary/technical school; 12 = vocational high school/high school; 15 = university college; 16 = undergraduate college; 19 = postgraduate student and above; parental occupation (this study refers to the type of class division in China and divides the parental occupation into a four-categorical variable, which is specifically as follows: white-collar workers [including state organizational institution leaders and staff, middle and senior managers of enterprises/companies], blue-collar workers [including skilled workers and general employees], farmers/autonomous [including farmers and self-employed] and others [including jobless, unemployed, laid-off and others]. Four categorical variables were assigned the following values: 0 = White-collar workers, 1 = Blue-collar workers, 2 = Farmers/autonomous; 3 = Other).




5 Results

To empirically test the hypothesis that whether parenting styles may positively impact on children’s mental health, Tables 1, 2 displays the stepwise regression results. Since parenting styles consists of two different dimensions in this paper, Tables 1, 2 represents on each dimension, respectively.


TABLE 2 Regression results of parenting behavior on children’s mental health under left-behind conditions.


	
	(6)
	(7)
	(8)
	(9)
	(10)



	Variables
	Frustration
	Depression
	Unhappiness
	Life is not fun
	Sadness

 

 	(Relationship with mother)
 Not get along well 	 	0.205*** 	0.122 	 	0.226***


 	 	(−0.0789) 	(−0.0777) 	 	(−0.0783)


 	Relationships in general 	−0.146** 	 	 	−0.222*** 	


 	(−0.0738) 	 	 	(−0.0827) 	


 	Close relationship 	−0.260*** 	−0.165*** 	−0.153*** 	−0.441*** 	−0.0765*


 	(−0.0723) 	(−0.0419) 	(−0.0413) 	(−0.081) 	(−0.0416)


 	(Relationship with father)
 Not get along well 	 	0.214*** 	 	0.169** 	


 	 	(−0.0641) 	 	(−0.0672) 	


 	Relationships in general 	−0.149** 	 	−0.196*** 	 	−0.149**


 	(−0.0599) 	 	(−0.0632) 	 	(−0.0636)


 	Close relationship 	−0.218*** 	−0.116*** 	−0.279*** 	−0.119*** 	−0.231***


 	(−0.0607) 	(−0.0394) 	(−0.064) 	(−0.0413) 	(−0.0643)


 	(Frequency of exercise with parents)
 Never 	0.0607 	−0.0593 	0.151** 	0.0115 	0.1


 	(−0.0667) 	(−0.0646) 	(−0.0703) 	(−0.0675) 	(−0.0709)


 	Once every 6 months 	 	−0.143* 	 	−0.0717 	


 	 	(−0.0845) 	 	(−0.0883) 	


 	Once a week 	0.0343 	−0.109 	0.0022 	−0.139* 	−0.0191


 	(−0.0769) 	(−0.0712) 	(−0.081) 	(−0.0744) 	(−0.0817)


 	(−0.166) 	(−0.178) 	(−0.175) 	(−0.186) 	(−0.177)


 	(Frequency of dinner with parents)
 Never 	 	 	 	0.227* 	


 	 	 	 	(−0.126) 	


 	Once per year 	0.00183 	−0.202* 	−0.118 	0.00146 	−0.401***


 	(−0.109) 	(−0.118) 	(−0.115) 	(−0.0971) 	(−0.116)


 	Once every 6 months 	0.03 	−0.11 	−0.102 	 	−0.209*


 	(−0.112) 	(−0.121) 	(−0.119) 	 	(−0.119)


 	Once a month 	−0.0377 	−0.0374 	−0.0356 	0.0441 	−0.305**


 	(−0.114) 	(−0.123) 	(−0.12) 	(−0.104) 	(−0.121)


 	Once a week 	0.0437 	−0.0543 	−0.0445 	0.0653 	−0.319***


 	(−0.105) 	(−0.113) 	(−0.111) 	(−0.0975) 	(−0.112)


 	More than once a week 	−0.0367 	−0.121 	−0.0912 	0.0977 	−0.394***


 	(−0.0956) 	(−0.103) 	(−0.101) 	(−0.0851) 	(−0.102)


 	(Frequency of reading with parents)
 Once per year 	0.0059 	0.169* 	0.0225 	0.103 	0.103


 	(−0.085) 	(−0.0895) 	(−0.0898) 	(−0.0957) 	(−0.0905)


 	Parents never instructed homework. 	−0.0212 	0.0507 	0.0967** 	0.160*** 	0.0173


 	(−0.0527) 	(−0.0565) 	(−0.0477) 	(−0.059) 	(−0.048)


 	Constant 	2.686*** 	2.276*** 	2.501*** 	2.253*** 	2.609***


 	−0.19 	−0.184 	−0.192 	−0.196 	−0.192


 	Observations 	4,002 	3,985 	3,990 	3,982 	3,988


 	R-squared 	0.039 	0.063 	0.07 	0.066 	0.044





Standard errors in parentheses. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1. Bold values are used to highlight regression results with significant levels, and bold is used only for emphasis.
 

First of all, when considering only the effect of parenting attitudes on the mental health of left-behind children, the sample is split, i.e., Models 1–5 are each of the five dimensions of children’s mental health. Controlling for variables such as children’s individual characteristics and family characteristics, parenting attitudes all have some degree of influence on children’s mental health.

Specifically, Model 1 in Table 1 shows that when adopting “do not care” or “care but not strict” attitudes towards children’s exams and studies, it will exacerbate the “depression” aspect of their mental health. In contrast, when parents adopt “care but not strict” attitude towards their children’s daily home time, choice of friends and dressing, it reduces the incidence of mental health problems (depression) in children. For instance, the incidence of mental ill-health in children is, respectively, −0.0745, −0.0763, and −0.0623 times higher than the incidence of mental health with a significant impact on the above three indicators. The occurrence of mental health issues related to frustration, depression, life is not fun, and sadness in Models 2, 4, and 5 was more probable when parents adopted “do not care” or “care but not strict” attitudes towards their children’s education and examinations. It is noteworthy that parenting styles with very strict attitudes did not have a pronounced influence on children’s mental health. This is because left-behind children, who represent a special group, lack care and attention from their parents or relatives in their daily lives. If parents are unable to timely attend to children’s studies, these events may lead to feeling undervalued, which can consequently result in varying psychological issues. Conversely, receiving assistance and attention from relatives can improve a child’s subjective well-being and to some degree, lessen their mental issues. During adolescence, children are in a unique developmental stage. It is advisable for parents to avoid displaying authoritarian tendencies to prevent any counterproductive outcomes that could lead to rebelliousness. Simultaneously, peer groups play a significant role in a child’s growth and development. When faced with problems, teenagers often turn to their peers for solace and solutions, rather than their parents, guardians, or teachers. Peer groups are typically composed of individuals with similar age, social status, interests, and family background. They provide emotional support and empathy to children in need. In particular, for children left behind, who cannot express their negative emotions freely to their guardians, peers can provide emotional comfort and academic support.

Furthermore, as evident from Models 4 and 5, when parents exert strict control over their children’s Internet usage, the incidence ratio of children’s mental ill-health is −0.0749 times higher than the ratio for mental health. Conversely, when parents display the “do not care” behavior towards their child, the incidence of mental ill-health amongst children is 0.148 times higher than the incidence for mental health. The prolonged absence of parents may increase the risk of antisocial behavior among left-behind children. In today’s rapid technological advancements and internet proliferation, children have more avenues to access the Internet. Due to their lack of cognitive development and exposure to different perspectives, children are incapable of performing a balanced evaluation of information. Given the abundance of mixed and unreliable content available on the Internet, parental supervision of a child’s online activity becomes paramount. Without proper guidance, it is easy for children to be swayed by misinformation, posing a grave risk to their mental health.

For the analysis of parenting behaviors’ effects on the mental health of left-behind children, the sample was divided. Scenarios of mental health distress, namely frustration, depression, unhappiness, life is not fun, and sadness are represented by Models 6–10 in this study.

Children’s closeness to their parents has a significant impact on their mental health. From models 6–10, it can be seen that when children’s closeness to their father is shown to be “not close,” it will aggravate children’s mental problems in the three aspects of depression and life is not fun. When the relationship between the child and the father is “very close,” it will weaken all aspects of the child’s mental problems, and the ratios of frustration, depression, unhappiness, life is not fun, and sadness are −0.218, −0.116, −0.279, −0.119, and −0.231, respectively. Even if a child’s closeness to his or her father is only “average,” it reduces the emergence of emotions such as unhappiness, frustration and sadness. Secondly, when left-behind children’s closeness to their mothers is very low, it aggravates the children’s mental problems of depression and sadness; children with average and high closeness to their mothers have a significant negative effect on their unhealthy mental problems, especially when the children are very close to their mothers, their incidence of mental unhealthy ratios are −0.260, −0.165, −0.153, −0.441 times higher than the ratio of the incidence of mental health ratios, all of which have a significant effect. This indicates that the higher the level of closeness with parents, the higher the level of mental health of children. In reality, the proportion of fathers going out to work is high, most of the left-behind children lack father’s love and father’s care during their growing up process, and they long for father’s attention and support. Increased intimacy with fathers can contribute to children’s self-happiness. More understanding and support will reduce the incidence of their mental problems such as depression and unhappiness. Compared to fathers, mothers tend to play a warm role in the family, and most children have more frequent and deeper communication with their mothers, as well as receiving more encouragement and care from their mothers. This is conducive to reducing children’s mental health problems of anxiety and depression, whereas the lack of in-depth communication with their mothers or lack of care from their mothers is likely to cause their mental health problems.

The effect of family discipline on children’s mental health is reflected in this table in the frequency of parental guidance on children’s homework. Models 6, 7, and 10 demonstrate that when parents provide 1–2 days per week, 3–4 days per week, or almost daily instructions to their children on doing homework, it has no significant effect on their mental health. In contrast, in models 8 and 9, when parents never instruct their children on doing homework during the week, the likelihood of their children experiencing mental health issues, such as unhappiness and meaninglessness in life, increased. As demonstrated by the incidence ratios of mental health, which were 0.0967 and 0.160 times higher than the incidence ratios of mental ill-health, children were more likely to experience mental health issues when their parents were lax in disciplining them regarding their homework. These findings are consistent with the conclusions drawn from the study on the effect of parenting attitudes on the mental health of left-behind children. Activities between parents and children have a significant impact on the mental health of children. For instance, if we take the frequency of the variable ‘having dinner with parents’, children who never have dinner with their parents display a 0.227 times higher frequency of mental ill-health as compared to their mental well-being. Focused model 10 showed that when children have dinner with their parents once a year, half a year, once a month, once a week, or once a week (especially when the frequency was once a week and more than once a week), the incidence of children’s “sadness” mental problems was significantly reduced. Specifically, the incidence of mental ill-health in children is −0.401, −0.209, −0.305, −0.319 and − 0.394 times higher than the incidence of mental health. Therefore, parents having dinner with their children frequently can reduce the likelihood of mental problems and increase their level of mental health.

As discussed above, in order to reveal the impact mechanism on parenting styles on children’s mental health, and test the hypotheses of mediation effect, this paper uses the structural equation model to estimate the direct and indirect influences. Results indicate that the model showed a good overall fit on the general dimensions (RMSEA = 0.033, GFI = 0.987, AGFI = 0.980, NFI = 0.981, IFI=CFI = 0.982, RMR = 0.030), and good parenting styles had a significant negative effect on mental health problems (β = −0.151, p < 0.001). This implies that improved parenting styles result in a lower occurrence of children’s mental health problems.

Figure 1 shows the path diagram of the indirect effect of parenting styles on children’s mental health problems mediated by mental resilience. The results show that the model fits well overall (RMSEA = 0.030, GFI = 0.983, AGFI = 0.977, NFI = 0.976, IFI=CFI = 0.977, RMR = 0.034); the direct effect of parenting styles on mental health is significant (β = −0.148, p < 0.001), and at the same time, the parenting styles → mental resilience (β = 0.154, p < 0.001) as well as the path of mental resilience → mental health (β = −0.304, p < 0.001) were significant. Mental resilience played a mediating effect in the mechanism of the effect of parenting styles on mental health, with a mediating effect of 0.154 × −0.304 = −0.021, and the direct effect of parenting styles on mental health was significant (β = −0.148, p < 0.001), so mental resilience played a partially mediating effect in the mechanism of the effect of parenting styles on mental health, with a partially mediating effect accounting for the total effect of the ratio is −0.021/(−0.021 + −0.148) = 12.43%, so the hypothesis “there is a mediating effect of mental resilience in the mechanism of the influence of parenting styles on children’s mental health” is supported. The study tested the theoretical hypotheses that parenting style has a significant positive impact on mental resilience, and that mental resilience significantly affects mental health negatively. The study also proposed that mental resilience acts as a mediating factor in the relationship between parenting styles and mental health, and that the mediating effect drives the pathway of “parenting styles → mental resilience →mental health.” This mediating effect represents the theoretical driving mechanism linking the three variables.

[image: Diagram showing relationships among parenting styles, parenting behaviors, parenting attitudes, mental resilience, and mental health. Arrows connect various factors, coded with labels like B2201, A1201, and so on, illustrating complex interconnections between these concepts.]

FIGURE 1
 A model of the mediating role of mental resilience in the relationship between left-behind children’s mental health and parenting styles (overall dimension).


Based on the above research content and objective, along with the scale content, a diagram (sub-dimension) was created to represent the indirect influence of parenting styles on children’s mental health mediated by mental resilience, as depicted in Figure 2.

[image: Diagram showing relationships between constructs in parenting and mental health. Arrows connect variables like e1 to e25 to latent factors such as "parenting behaviors" and "parenting attitudes," which link to "mental resilience" and "mental health." Each variable, e.g., B2501, A1201, and A1801, has corresponding indicators e1-e25. Arrows depict influences among constructs.]

FIGURE 2
 A model of the mediating role of mental resilience in the relationship between left-behind children’s mental health and parenting styles (breakdown of dimensions).


We estimated the parameters of the model using the maximum likelihood estimation method and found that the model was well-fitted. After revising the correlation between independent variables, all fitting indicators reached the fitting standard (RMSEA = 0.034, GFI = 0.979, AGFI = 0.968, NFI = 0.968, IFI = 0.969, CFI = 0.969, RMR = 0.045). We can observe the significance of the path coefficients of mental resilience-mediated parenting on the mental health of left-behind children from Table 3.


TABLE 3 Paths diagram.


	Paths
	Standardized path factor
	p-value

 

 	Parenting behaviors → mental resilience 	0.108 	***


 	Parenting attitudes → mental resilience 	0.049 	***


 	Mental resilience → mental health 	−0.335 	***


 	Parenting behaviors → mental health 	−0.147 	***


 	Parenting attitudes → mental health 	0.016 	0.04





The level of significance is indicated by a p-value, with ***indicating p < 0.01, i.e., extremely significant difference.
 

From the above table of path coefficients and their significance, it can be seen:


5.1 Parenting behaviors → mental resilience path analysis

Based on the standardized path coefficients and their significance tables presented above, it can be observed that the coefficient of the impact of parenting behaviors in parenting styles on mental resilience has reached a significant level: parenting behaviors → mental resilience (β = 0.108, p < 0.001). Therefore, the hypothesis stating that “parenting behaviors in parenting styles have a positive and significant influence on mental resilience” is therefore supported.



5.2 Parenting attitudes → mental resilience path analysis

The standardized path coefficients and their significance tables reveal that the coefficient for the relationship between parenting attitudes within parenting styles and mental resilience has reached a significant level: parenting attitudes → mental resilience (β = 0.049, p < 0.001). Therefore, it can be concluded that the hypothesis that “parenting attitudes in parenting styles have a positive and significant influence on mental resilience” is therefore supported.



5.3 Mental resilience → mental health path analysis

The above standardized path coefficients and significance tables show that there is a significant impact of mental resilience on children’s mental health: mental resilience → mental health (β = −0.335, p < 0.001). Therefore, we can support the hypothesis that “good mental resilience significantly affects mental health problems” is therefore supported.



5.4 Analysis of the mediating effect of mental resilience in the pathway of parenting behavior on mental health

The analysis shows that parenting behaviors have a positive relationship with mental resilience (β = 0.108, p < 0.001), and mental resilience has a negative relationship with mental health (β = −0.335, p < 0.001), indicating that mental resilience partially mediates the relationship between parenting behaviors and mental health, and the mediating effect coefficient is −0.036 (0.108 × −0.335 = −0.036). The partial mediating effect of mental resilience accounts for 20.0% (−0.036/(−0.036–0.147) = 20.0%) of the total effect of parenting behaviors on children’s mental health. The direct effect of parenting behaviors on children’s mental health is statistically significant, hence, mental resilience plays a significant partial mediating role in the effect of parenting behavior on children’s mental health. Consequently, the hypothesis that mental resilience plays a mediating role in the relationship between parenting behaviors and children’s mental health is supported.



5.5 Analysis of the mediating effect of mental resilience in the pathway of parenting attitudes on mental health

From parenting attitudes → mental toughness (β = 0.049, p < 0.001), mental toughness → mental health (β = −0.335, p < 0.001), it can be seen that mental resilience plays a mediating role in the effect of parenting behaviors on mental health, the mediating effect is 0.049 × −0.335 = −0.016, the ratio of the mediating effect to the total effect is −0.016/(−) 0.016 + 0.016 = 0, so mental resilience does not play a mediating role in the effect of parenting attitudes on children’s mental health. Therefore, the hypothesis “there is a mediating effect of mental resilience in the mechanism of the influence of parenting attitudes on children’s mental health” was rejected.




6 Conclusion and discussion


6.1 Conclusion

This study utilized the 2013–2014 CEPS dataset and used structural equation modelling to test for mediating effects. In summary, the findings show how family parenting styles affect children’s mental health and which factors play a mediating role.

First, although studies have been conducted to discuss the link between parenting styles and children’s mental health, the specific mechanisms of influence are not clear, and few studies have explored the effects of mental resilience on mental health using it as a mediating variable. The empirical results suggest that positive parenting behaviors in parenting styles can positively and significantly affect left-behind children’s mental health, while parenting attitudes do not have a significant effect. Compared with non-left-behind children, left-behind children feel less warm parenting styles. Therefore, in terms of parenting behaviors, some studies point out that guardians adopting positive and warm parenting styles rather than refusing to punish and spoiling and protecting parenting styles are more conducive to the healthy growth of left-behind children. For example, the relationship and frequency of interaction with parents embodied in the model belongs to a positive family therapy approach, which may be conducive to the resolution of left-behind children’s mental health problems by setting boundaries between parents and children, adjusting family outcomes and other techniques.

Second, the findings suggest that both good parenting behaviors and parenting attitudes contribute to the psychological resilience of left-behind children. More researchers believe that psychological resilience is positive for children in adversity, and that adverse environments or experiences do not necessarily have a negative impact on individuals. The key to successful stress coping lies in whether an individual has protective resources to cope with stress, such as positive cognition, good parent–child relationships, and parenting styles. For left-behind children, the change in family structure due to parental absence has caused them to experience greater life changes in childhood. Li et al.’s (2016) study showed that parents’ emotional care for their children is one of the most important factors affecting left-behind children’s psychological resilience, which in turn leads to the differentiation of left-behind children in terms of their mental health level. The findings of this study also partially confirm the third hypothesis of the article, which is that mental resilience plays a mediating role in the influence of parenting behavior on children’s mental health, while there is no mediating effect in the influence of parenting attitude on children’s mental health. In future research, the academic mechanisms of the mental resilience -parenting behavior-mental health transmission effect can be explored in depth.



6.2 Discussion

The family is often the first place where children socialize and learn to interact with others. Parents, being the primary caregiver of children, have the responsibility to provide a conducive environment for their healthy physical and mental growth through proper education. A relaxed and pleasant family environment, along with parental accompaniment and scientific parenting techniques, plays a vital role in the growth and development of children. Despite unavoidable difficulties faced by migrant parents, the education and mental health of their children cannot be overlooked. Parents and other guardians should make joint efforts to create a warm and harmonious family atmosphere and a friendly environment for left-behind children. This will prevent them from feeling lonely and losing their sense of identity and belonging to the family. This study focuses on the core aspects of parenting styles at the micro level, aiming to provide feasible interventions that can help improve the mental health of left-behind children.


6.2.1 Developing scientific parenting concepts

Parents and other guardians engage in self-learning, self-education and self-awareness while raising their children. Establishing effective parenting concepts necessitates parents and temporary guardians to supplement their education methods according to the child’s behavior and needs at different developmental stages; Additionally, they should correct their educational attitudes, continuously learn new educational concepts, and cultivate a sense of responsibility. Moreover, focus should be given to the academic challenges faced by left-behind school-age children and help foster their interest and curiosity in learning. Migrant parents can maintain close contact with schools and teachers to monitor their children’s academic progress. Thirdly, creating a stable, supportive and comforting family environment is crucial for left-behind children. Similar to kinship parenting, uncles, aunts, or other relatives often act as the guardians of left-behind children. Children who are left behind and living with other families may experience a sense of alienation. Consequently, some of them may become cautious in their lives, and the more sensitive children may develop low self-esteem and other emotional issues (Qi, 2022). Therefore, it is vital to establish a democratic and equal family atmosphere to address this situation. Parents should learn to respect their children’s choices instead of indulging them or neglecting them. Fourthly, it is crucial to assist left-behind children in developing positive self-esteem and self-confidence. Parents should encourage their children to try new things and believe in their abilities. Fifth, cultivating positive behaviors and values is necessary. Left-behind children should be guided by parents or temporary guardians to develop positive behaviors and values through leading by example. In addition, left-behind children should be encouraged to participate in social activities and groups, while being trained in appropriate social skills.

Apart from parents, grandparents are the primary caregivers. Grandparents are often constrained by traditional family education concepts and a lack of cultural knowledge, leading to conservative attitudes and beliefs about the education and care of left-behind children. Studies have shown that children in intergenerational parenting have poorer mental health, experiencing more anxiety, sensitivity and loneliness, are disadvantaged in interpersonal communication (Gao, 2010), and are prone to issues in cognitive, emotional and social development (Li et al., 2021). However, the responsibility of intergenerational caregiving and the situation of being left behind can negatively impact the mental well-being of grandparents. Such negative emotional states could indirectly affect the mental health of left-behind children (Qu et al., 2019). Therefore, fathers have a responsibility to provide love and care to their parents, enabling them to maintain positive emotional states that, in turn, enable them to offer positive emotional support and love to left-behind children.



6.2.2 Explore correct parenting styles

The frequency of parent–child conflicts under authoritative, democratic, and permissive parenting styles has been analyzed by some scholars. It has been found that the frequency of parent–child conflicts is lower in the democratic parenting style (He, 2008). As far as parenting styles are concerned, authoritarian parenting styles have a higher likelihood of leading to frequent parent–child conflicts and parent–child conflicts when compared to authoritative parenting styles (Smetana, 1995). According to overseas studies, the authoritative parenting style, characterized by “warmth and care + guidance and control + moderate or higher educational expectations for behavior and achievement,” is considered to be the most effective parenting style (Rohner and Rohner, 1981). This paper observes that the incidence of mental health problems among left-behind children is lower when their guardians show a “very strict” attitude towards them instead of a “not strict” or “do not care” attitude. Parents and other guardians ought not to treat their children in a simple, rough, or scolding manner. While interacting with their children, parents should strive to comprehend their children’s perspective, adapt their thinking accordingly, and effectively communicate their expectations. Moreover, they should discuss critical events that left-behind children may experience during their growth process and make decisions together by listening to their opinions. During significant events in a left-behind child’s developmental process, parents should discuss them with their child, listen to their opinions and make decisions collaboratively. Despite facing limitations of time and space, migrant parents need to increase interaction and communication with their children whenever possible, to actively participate in their Childrens’ growth process and avoid being absent.

Some studies suggest that the absence of education on parent–child relationships for left-behind children can make them more susceptible to negative emotions and cause mental health issues as they lack education and family support (Fan and Sang, 2005). Furthermore, ineffective parent–child education and lack of supervision of left-behind children may increase their vulnerability to safety hazards, poor academic performance, and mental struggles (Tang and Lu, 2006). Therefore, it is evident that parents and temporary guardians receiving proper training on effective parenting is the best solution to lessen physical and mental health problems of left-behind children. One possible strategy is to utilize village (neighborhood) committees to connect with pertinent educational resources while bringing in experts in the field of pedagogy to deliver recorded lectures (Sanders, 2012). Furthermore, a resource-sharing library could be established, such as parent–child education lectures and documentaries, to enhance the quality of guardianship. Conversely, it is recommended that guardians within the family establish mutual supervision and exchange information on the educational and living trends of the left-behind children through regular online group chats or phone calls, thus creating a system of care for the children within the family. Regarding health care and maintenance, since grandparents and other principal guardians are older, less receptive to new ideas, and have limited capacity and energy, parents should stay in touch and communicate with them daily, as well as make regular visits to their homes. As for the academic performance of left-behind children, migrant parents should maintain communication with teachers, seek their assistance, and promote a tolerant and encouraging environment.




6.3 Limitations and future directions

Due to space limitations, this paper only explores the mechanism of the influence of parenting styles on the mental health of left-behind children when their parents go out to work. In fact, depending on the guardians, the parenting styles of left-behind children can take different forms, including intergenerational parenting, kinship parenting, mother parenting, father parenting and mixed parenting. The parenting attitudes and behaviors of different guardians towards left-behind children vary to some extent, and thus the impact on their mental health is also heterogeneous. From this, we can see that there are still many different types of family guardianship for left-behind families due to their complex forms, and the characteristics of the differences in the parenting styles of different guardians and their impact on the mental health of left-behind children are still research topics that need to be further deepened and refined.
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Gender Parenting style

Authoritative Authoritarian
3 Boys 14.99 (3.03) 8.96 (2.34) 25.81 (8.30) 13.13 (8.82)
Girls 15.20 (2.60) 8.81 (2.47) 30.23(5.63) 9.31 (4.79)
4 Boys 16.26 (3.74) 8.64 (1.92) 33.46(8.61) 12.23 (8.08)
Girls 16.93 (2.55) 7.89 (2.56) 36.93 (4.23) 9.00 (5.32)
5 Boys 16.91 (1.94) 10.18(2.49) 30.00 (5.12) 10.45 (5.7)
Girls 16.40 (2.03) 8.61 (2.45) 36.35 (5.77) 10.06 (6.85)
Age 1.81 2.29 7.27% 057
F Gender 0.46 3.46 12.20%* 248
Age*Gender 0.16 1.93 0.78 0.17

EQ, empathy quotient; AB, aggressive behavior; The same as below. **p < 0.01.
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Variable measured Type of communication Mean SD SE

Unpleasant feelings Raised voice 123 4163 244 0220
Negative personality references 121 4446 274 0249 4
Ordering 123 4699 263 0.237 42
‘Threatening with punishment 122 5377 299 0271 438
Assertive 121 1116 218 0.198 -
Overall 610 3965 299 0121 36

Personalization bias Raised voice 121 2264 253 0.230 27
Negative personality references 121 2256 252 0229 27
Ordering 123 2382 267 0241 29
‘Threatening with punishment 121 3041 298 0271 36
Assertive 121 0835 185 0.168 -
Overall 607 2156 263 0.106 26

Listening to your pointof view  Raised voice 123 6211 268 0.242 27
Negative personality references 121 5579 295 0.268 25
Ordering 12 5549 307 0.278 24
‘Threatening with punishment 124 5750 306 0.275 25
Assertive 121 2273 287 0.261 -
Overall 611 5080 32 0131 22

Retreat into your room Raised voice 123 4870 334 0301 28
Negative personality references 122 4434 302 0273 25
Ordering 12 4779 317 0.287 27
‘Threatening with punishment 123 4870 339 0306 28
Assertive 122 1751 282 0256 -
Overall 612 4143 336 0136 24

‘Number of times Assertive communication is smaller than any other type of communicat
In order to test our hypotheses we used One-Way ANOVA method in IBM SPSS. The Test of Homogeneity of Variances indicated that the condition of equal variances was not assumed in the
fllowing situations: “Unpleasant Feelings condition” [F(4, 605)=9.404, p=0.000)], “Personalization Bias” [(4, 602)=14.722, p=0.000)], or “Retreat into Personal Room’” [F(4, 607) =6.6:
000)), which recommended the Games-Howell test. For the condition “Listening to Personal Point of View” the condition of equal variances was assumed: [F(4, 606)
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Variable F dft df2 P Ud

Unpleasant feelings* 86 4 605 <00t 023"
Personalization bias* 122 4 602 <0.001 0.075%
Listening to personal point of view" 355 4 606 <0.001 0.190"
Retreat into personal room" 2225 4 607 <0.001 0.127"

(1)' =large effect, * =moderate effect (Cohen, 1958). (2)* Games-Howell Post Hoc test was used. (3)' Tukey Post Hoc test was used. (4) ‘Even with a Bonferroni correction applied to all
comparisons the p value remainssignificant. A Bonferroni Correction involves adjusting the alpha (a) level for a set of statistical tests to control for the probabilty of making a type I error.
0,001 2014),

1005 p<0.05 in all situations tested above (Armstron
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gnificant differences Mean difference df
Unpleasant condition’
Raised voice Assertive 305 103 120 <0.001
Negative personality reference Assertive 33 105 s <0.001
Ordering Assertive 358 16 s <0.001
Threatening with punishment Assertive 1426 127 1 <0.001

Personalization bias'

Raised voice Assertive 143 502 10 <0.001
Negative personality reference Assertive 142 501 1o <0.001
Ordering Assertive 155 527 109 <0.001
‘Threatening with punishment Assertive 221 692 100 <0.001

Need for one’s personal point of view to be listened to*

Raised voice Assertive 394 1106 120 <0.001
Negative personality reference Assertive 331 883 120 <0.001
Ordering Assertive 328 859 120 <0.001
Threatening with punishment Assertive 348 917 12 <0.001

Need to retreat into the room alone'

Raised voice Assertive 312 7.89 19 <0001
Negative personality reference Assertive 268 7.16 121 <0001
Ordering Assertive 302 7.87 120 <0.001
Threatening with punishment Assertive 312 7.82 18 <0001

was used Games-Howell Post Hoc Test for unequal variances,* = it was used Tukey Post Hoc Test for equal variances.
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Sex Female 94% (17)
Male 6% (1)
Profession QTOD 55% (10)
SLT 39% (7)
DCAMHS Professional 6% (1)
Hearing Status Hearing 78% (14)
Hard of Hearing / Deaf 22% (4)
Years of Experience 0-3 11% (2)
of 0-3 year olds 4-10 28% (5)
11-15 17% (3)
16-20 11% (2)
+20 33% (6)
Geographical Location | England South 38% (7)
England NE 17% (3)
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Wales 11% (2)
Northern Ireland 6% (1)
Ethnicity
East Asian 6% (1)
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Regression equation Fitting index Significance

Result variable Predictor variable R?
Problem behaviors 0364 0132 3558455
Age ~0013 ~0345
Gender ~0013 ~0204
Only child ~0.199 -2774
Family functioning ~0362 —11.789%%
Emotion regulation 0432 0.186 5354945
Age 0046 1203
Gender o7 1.948
Only child 0072 1035
Family functioning 0431 144130
Psychological resilience 0775 0.600 280498+
Age 0025 0.966
Gender 0112 2678
Only child ~0.075 -1535
Family functioning 0.464 20153+
Emotion regulation 0.442 19.432%%
Problem behaviors 0477 0227 4972245
Age 0.005 0139
Gender 0042 0713
Only child ~0.186 ~2747%
Family functioning ~0.155 —019%5
Emotion regulation ~0.260 ~6.905%5

—0.147 ~3.209%*

Allvariables included in the model were standardized. The control variables consisted of age, gender, and being an only child. Family function served as the independent variable, while
problem behaviors were the outcome variable. *p<0.05, *#p<0.01, **%p<0.001.
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~0046

Indirect effect 3: family functioning — emotion regulation — psychological resilience — problem behaviors.

Boot ULCI
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~0011

Relative mediation effect
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Junior high school and

below

igh school/technical

secondary school
University and college
Undergraduate
Graduate and above
Below 50,000 yuan
50,000 to 100,000 yuan
100,000 t0 150,000 yuan
150,000 t0 200,000 yuan
200,000 to 300,000 yuan
300,000 to 400,000 yuan
400,000 yuan and above
Father

Mother

Grandparents or

maternal grandparents
Other

Junior high school and

below

h school/technical

secondary school
University and college
Undergraduate
Graduate and above
Married

Single (including

divorced or widowed)
Remarried

Other

One

Two

Three

4or more

Percentage

18.88%

21.50%

1234%

47.28%

44.76%

30.58%

1237%

10.43%

1.86%

34.63%

34.30%

14.12%

7.97%

4.99%

207%

193%

24.49%

70.81%

2.85%

1.85%

49.41%

28.07%

1239%

8.80%

132%

90.71%

6.56%

174%

0.99%

36.41%

57.33%

5.63%

0.62%
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Minimum Maximum Average Standard Theoretical

value value (m] deviation median
(S.D))
Parenthood 110 600 432 084 35 8644745
Intimacy 100 600 441 093 35 9998445
Conflict 100 600 274 094 35 ~81.911+%
Educational anxiety 100 500 291 075 Three ~11.902%
Academic 100 500 328 092 Three 31186+

achievement aniety

Non-academic 100 5.00 262 079 Three —49.138+%*

achievement anxiety

Child behavioral 1.00 6.00 258 0.99 35 —95.174%**
problems
Authoritative type 1.00 6.00 441 L14 35 80938

p<0.05, *#p<0.01, *+p<0.001.
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Overcompetitive atitude 0113%

0.113***
-0.136**

-0.499%*

Present self-involvement

Mother overprotection

S0231%%*

Past crisis

0482%%*
0.133%%%

Future self-involvement desire
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Variables M+SD

Age 1546176
1 1034433 —

2 11172450 0.70%* -

3 18245107 —0.69%F | —0.60%* -

4 18374503 —058% | —073%% 0.820% —

5 1689+3.75 0737 0547 —048** 039 -

6 19.0243.73 0.42%% 070 —035%* 045+ 0.62* —

7 1497576 —0.65%F | —0.67%% 0.72%% 072%% —053% | 051 —

8 14348301 0317 —033%% 0.34%% 0.42%% —028% | —0.24%* 0.51%% —

9 15208545 —0.65%F | —0.69%% 0.70%* 073%% —052%F | —049%% 0.874% 062+ —

10 45444338 0.14%% 016 —011* —0.13* 023%* 011 —017H -016% | —0.18%* —

=512; M, mean; SD, standard deviation; r, correlation coeffcient, *p <005, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001, 1-Father rejection, 2-Mother rejection, 3-Father emotional warmth, 4-Mother emotional
warmth, 5-Father overprotection, 6-Mother overprotection; 7-Present self-involvement, 8-Past crisis, 9-Future self-involvement desire; 10-Overcompetitive attitude.
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Variables

Skewness

Kurtosis

1 Marital intimacy 3.8240.89 —0.56 —0.29 1

2 Marital conflict 2.16+0.93 0.92 0.30 —0.49** 1

3 Sibling affection 3.584+0.72 —0.41 —0.07 0.37%¢ —0.16** 1

4 Sibling hostility 1.81 £ 0.62 1:17 2.18 —0.24** 0.33** —0.27%* 1

5 Depressive symptoms 3,31+ 323 1:35 1.64 —0.21** 0.25%* —0.16** 0.20%* 1

6 Aggressive behavior 2294071 0.37 —0.15 —0.18** 0.32%¢ —0.20%* 0.35%* 0.24**

*p < 0.01.
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Standardized indirect Effect size 95% confidence interval
effect values

Lower Upper
MC—SH—DS 0.112 25.34% 0.036 0.199
MC—SH—AB 0.051 11.54% 0.031 0.075
MC—SA—DS —0.004 0.90% —0.039 0.025
MC—SA—AB —0.001 0.23% —0.011 0.007
MI—SH—DS$ —0.045 10.18% —0.102 —0.005
MI—SH—> AB —0.021 4.75% —0.039 —0.004
MI—>SA—DS —0.093 21.04% —0.186 —0.008
MI—>SA—AB —0.028 6.33% —0.048 —0.011

MC, marital conflict; MI, marital intimacy; SH, sibling hostility; SA, sibling affection; DS, depressive symptoms; AB, aggressive behavior. Bold values mean the result is significant.
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Pathways Frist-born Second-born Test of birth order difference

SE SE Ax? (Adf) p

Direct paths

MI—SA 0.35 0.06 <0.001 0.26 0.06 <0.001 0.98 (1)
MI—SH —0.21 0.05 <0.001 —0.02 0.06 >0.05 6.06 (1) <0.05
MI—-DS —0.16 0.06 <0.05 0.00 0.06 >0.05 3.65 (1)
MI—AB 0.09 0.06 >0.05 —0.02 0.06 >0.05 2.52(1)
MC—SA 0.05 0.06 >0.05 0.01 0.06 >0.05 0.25 (1)
MC—SH 0.25 0.05 <0.001 0.29 0.06 <0.001 0.26 (1)
MC—DS 0.09 0.06 >0.05 0.20 0.06 <0.01 2.02 (1)
MC—AB 0.19 0.06 <0.01 0.30 0.06 <0.001 2.11(1)
SA—DS —0.09 0.06 >0.05 —0.03 0.06 >0.05 0.58 (1)
SA—AB —0.09 0.05 >0.05 —0.11 0.05 <0.05 0.03 (1)
SH—DS 0.15 0.06 <0.05 0.11 0.06 >0.05 0.22 (1)
SH—AB 0.30 0.06 <0.001 0.24 0.05 <0.001 0.88 (1)

Indirect paths

MI—SA—DS —0.11 0.08 >0.05 —0.03 0.05 >0.05 1.56 (2)
MC—SA—DS —0.02 0.03 >0.05 —0.00 0.02 >0.05 0.83(2)
MI—SH—DS —0.11 0.06 <0.05 —0.01 0.03 >0.05 6.28 (2) <0.05
MC—SH— DS 0.13 0.06 <0.05 0.11 0.07 >0.05 0.48 (2)
MI—SA—AB —0.03 0.01 >0.05 —0.02 0.01 >0.05 1.01 (2)
MC—SA—AB —0.00 0.01 >0.05 —0.00 0.01 >0.05 0.28 (2)
MI—SH—AB —0.05 0.02 <0.01 —0.01 0.01 >0.05 6.95 (2) <0.05
MC—SH— AB 0.06 0.02 <0.01 0.05 0.01 <0.001 1.14 (2)

MC, marital conflict; MI, marital intimacy; SH, sibling hostility; SA, sibling affection; DS, depressive symptoms; AB, aggressive behavior. Bold values mean the result is significant.
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Modeland  Count Proportion  Entropy AIC BIC aBIC LMRLRT (p) BLRT (p)

profile

Two-profile 879 073 089 1202184 121371 1206018 363376 (<0.0001) 380452 (<0.0001)
325 0.27

Three-profile 094 949896 | 964157 955263 242493 (<0.0001) 2538.89 (<0.0001)
861 071
312 0.26
31 0.03

Four-profile 095 951496 | 969832 958397 835.06 (<0.001) 87430 (<0.0001)
399 0.39
317 031
276 0.27
31 0.03

AIC, Akaike information criteria; BIC, Bayesian information criteria; aBIC, sample size-adjusted Bl
ratio test.

LRT, bootstrapped likelihood ratio test; LMR-LRT, Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood
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Variables Overall sample M Profilel: Supportive Profile2: Partially Profile3: Weakly
(3] parenting with a very supportive parenting supportive parenting
strong emphasis on with a reflection of with no emphasis on

school readiness (71%) school readiness school readiness (3%)
M (SE) (26%) M (SE) M (SE)

School-readiness beliefs.

Academic 427 (0.02) 456 (0.02) 376 (0.03) 130 (0.10)
Approaches to learning 4.52(0.02) 478 (0.02) 4.15(0.03) 113 (0.09)
Social emotional 458 (0.02) 491 (001) 405 (0.02) 103 (0.04)
Self-regulatory 4.60(0.02) 489 (001) 417 (0.02) 109 (0.06)

Parenting style

Authoritarian parenting 212(0.02) 212(0.02) 210 (0.04)* 219(0.12)
Authoritative parenting 4.11(002) 426 (0.02) 3.78 (0.03) 3.44(0.10)
We applied a correction for the interpretation of the results of Wald tests. We compared means for each profile indicator three times (1 v.2,1v. 3, 2. 3). Thus, we use an

alpha of =0.017 (0.05/3 =0.017) when determining significant differences of means. Profles differed at p<0.02 unless noted. Superscripts indicate that the differences were not significant at
p<0.02.
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Profile Covariate Coefficient SE p-value Odds ratio 95% confidence intervals

SES ~0.011 0.083 0894 0.989 0,840 1164
Profile 3 vs. Profile 1 Male 0.023 0.367 0.949 1024 0499 2102
Age of child ~0.022 0.028 0423 0978 0927 1033
Only child 0.170 0435 0,696 1185 0,505 2782
First but not only ~0.404 0.569 0478 0.668 0219 2037
child
Age of respondent ~0.018 0,039 0.641 0982 0910 1059
SES ~0.092 0.031 0.003* 0912 0,858 0.970
Profile 2 vs. Profile 1 Male 0.008 0.140 0.955 1008 0725 1395
Age of child 0.009 0on 0406 1009 0.987 1032
Only child 0.005 0.167 0975 1005 0725 1395
First but not only ~0.300 0.203 0.139 0740 0497 1103
child
Age of respondent 0.024 0012 0,056 1024 0999 1049

Reference group=Supportive parenting with a very strong emphasis on school readiness profile (Profile 1). A Bonferroni (1936) correction was applied to
covariates. Profiles 2.and 3 are compared to Profile 1 (the reference), leading to 2 comparisons. Thus we use an alpha of 0025 (0.05/2=0.025) when determi
*Denotes a significance level <0.025.
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Parents' attitudes Profile 1 Supportive Profile 2 Partially Profile 3 Weakly Significant differences

regarding roles in parenting with avery  supportive parenting  supportive parenting
school readiness strong emphasis on with a reflection of with no emphasis on

school readiness school readiness school readiness
Family role 466 (0.02) 4.23(0.03) 3.75(0.26) 153,152
School role 33(009) 3.09(0.06) 297(022) 152
Item 1: Preparing my child for 475 (0.02) 436 (0.04) 377(027) 152153
school is important to me and
my family
Item 2: Preparing my child for 459 (0.02) 407 (0.05) 374(027) 153,12

school will help my child

succeed later in school

Item 3: Preparing my child for 4.65(0.02) 4.26(0.04) 374(027) 1>3,1>2
school is my responsibility as

a parent

Item 4: Preparing my child for 345 (0.04) 3.23(0.06) 316 (023) 152

school is the responsi

oy of
kindergarten teachers

Iiem 5: Preparing my child for 315(0.05) 295(0.06) 277(0.26) 1>2
school s the responsibilty of

the primary school

A Bonferront (1936) correction was applied to interpret the results of Wald tests. We compared the mean scores on family role and school role three times (1.2, 1. 3, 2 v. 3). Thus, we use an
skilin. OO0 (N0 =0:01T) whea dstapainiar sixat e diilcanss of means Statieticallveiprificant difficances amang the pralins iy 017,
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Predict Variables Equation 1: Equation 2: Drinking

SE S5
Gender 014 006 ~2.40% ~0.06 0.06 ~089
Age ~0.01 003 -037 006 0.03 190
PCP 037 003 1254%%% 001 0.03 027
ME: PV 013 0.03 37470
MO: PGI ~0.08 0.03 ~2.66%%
ME x MO ~0.06 0.03 -2.62%%
Indirect effect (MOyen. 1) Effect size of low PGI =0.02, 95% CI [~0.004, 0.05]
Indirect effect (MOyan. 1) Effect size of high PGI =0.07, 95% CI[0.02, 0.14]
R 014 0.04
3 55,730 6817

Gender s a dummy variable, 1 =1,007; 1 =boy; 0=girl PCP, parental corporal punishment; PV, peer victimization; PGI, personal growth initiatives ME, mediating variable; MO, moderating
variable. *p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001. Bold values are significant values.
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Demographic characteristics and socioeconomic backgroun M (SD)/N(%)

Age of respondent 3100 (5.88)
Gender
Boy 616 (51%)
girl 588 (49%)
Age of child in months 7176 (6.34)

Birth order
Only child 416 (34%)
First born but not the only child 25221%)
Second born 507 (42%)
“Third born 24 (2%)
other 5(0.4%)

Parents’ highest level of education
Primary education 8(17%)
Lower secondary education 115 (15.3%)
Upper secondary education 259 (24.1%)
Post-secondary, non-tertiary education 275 (20.6%)
Bachelor’s or equivalent level 467 (33.2%)
Master's degree 70 (4.4%)
Doctor's degree 10 (0.6%)

Parents’ highest level of occupation
Has never worked outside home for pay, general laborer, or semi-professional (skilled agricultural or fishery worker, craft o trade worker, plant or 76 (6%)

machine operator)

Clerical (clerk or service or sales worker) 335 (27.8%)
‘Small business owner 194 (16.1%)
Professional (corporate manager or senior official, professional, or technician or associate professional) 599 (49.8%)

Number of books at home

0-10 152 (12.6%)
11-25 254 (211%)
26-100 481 (40.0%)
101-200 165 (13.7%)
More than 200 152 (12.6%)

Number of childrens books at home

0-10 156 (13.0%)
11-25 265 (22.0%)
26-100 291 (24.2%)
101-200 285 (23.7%)
More than 200 207 (17.2%)

Annual traveling occurrences before COVID-19

Never 361 (30.0%)
Once 383 (31.8%)
Two to three times 371 (30.8%)
More than three times 89 (7.4%)

Annual household income

Less than USD 776 (<5,000 RMB) 39(3.2%)

USD 776-3,104 (5000-20,000 RMB) 135 (11.2%)
USD 3105-7,761 (20001-50,000 RMB) 135 (11.2%)
USD 7762-12,417 (50001-80,000 RMB) 135 (11.2%)
USD 12418-15,522 (80001-100,000 RMB) 194 (16.1%)
USD 15522-21,828 (100001-150,000 RMB) 177 (14.7%)
USD 21829-29,104 (150001-200,000 RMB) 159 (13.2%)
USD 29105-43,656(200001-300,000 RMB) 128 (10.6%)
More than USD 43656 (More than 300,000 RMB) 102 (8.5%)

Socioeconomic status (SES) 89(233)
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1. Gender -
2. Age 0.06 -

3.PCP 0.03 —0.09%% -

4.PGI 0.02 -0.02 —0.14%% -

5PV 0.08* -0.04 03705 —0.13%%% -

6.Drinking -0.02 0.05 0.08* 01157 01475 -
Mean (range) 0.48 (0-1) 13.16 (11.58-16.17) 114 (1-4) 354(1-5) 148 (1-5) 107 (1-4)
D 0.50 0.67 035 073 0.60 0.30

Gender s a dummy variable, 1 =1,007; 1 =boy, 0=girl; PCR, parental corporal punishment; PY, peer victimization; PGI, personal growth initiaive. *p <0.05; *%p <0.01; ***p <0.001
Bold values are significant values.





