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Parental burnout is an emerging hot issue in discussions about children’s
mental health and development. However, little is known about the underlying
psychological mechanisms of parental burnout on children’s academic burnout.
To fill in this gap, we aim to examine the relationship between parental burnout
and adolescents’ academic burnout, as well as the mediating effects of harsh
discipline, adolescents’ psychological distress, and the moderating effect of
gender. A sample of 871 junior high school students (477 boys and 394 girls)
and their primary caregivers from Eastern China participated in this study. The
results showed a direct relationship between parental burnout and academic
burnout as well as an indirect relationship through the mediating role of
psychological distress and the chain-mediating roles of parental harsh discipline
and psychological distress. Furthermore, we discovered that fathers' parental
burnout had a stronger effect on children’s psychological distress than mothers.
These findings contribute to our understanding of how parental burnout relates
to children’s academic burnout and underline the significance of fathers’ parental
burnout.

parenting emotion, academic performance, social learning theory, junior high school
student, multiple mediation model

1. Introduction

With the aggravation of the contraction between high expectations and limited energy in
parenting, parental burnout gradually rises to a serious social issue in the current era. Parental
burnout is defined as a series of negative symptoms brought on by parental role and long-term
parenting stress (Mikolajczak et al., 2018b). It not only damages their mental health and
behavior, but its negative spillover effect also spread to their spouses and children (Mikolajczak
etal., 2018a). Prior research regarding the influence of parental burnout on children tended to
focus on parenting practices (such as neglect and violence) and children’s mental health
(Mikolajezak et al., 2018a; Mikolajczak et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2021). The influence of parental
burnout on academic burnout has received little attention. However, driven by the result-
oriented educational background, adolescents’ primary task is to study, and academic burnout
is a common issue. Academic burnout plays an important role in adolescents’ growth and social
development (Lay-Khim and Bit-Lian, 2019; Ogbueghu et al., 2019). Severe academic burnout
leads to a series of maladaptive and negative developmental outcomes, such as poor academic
performance, truancy, school dropouts, as well as psychological disorders (Rudolph et al., 2001;
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Bilige and Gan, 2020). Therefore, understanding the influence of
parental burnout on children’s academic performance is crucial to
fully understanding its influence on children. It is equally essential to
pay attention to parental burnout to reduce adolescents’ academic
burnout. The present study aims to examine the relationship between
parental burnout and adolescents’ academic burnout, as well as the
mediating effects of harsh discipline, adolescents’ psychological
distress, and the moderating effect of gender.

1.1. Parental burnout and academic
burnout

As the demand-resource model of burnout indicates, burnout
occurs when an individual’s resources cannot satisfy the demand
(Demerouti et al., 2001). In the process of parenting, parental burnout
occurs when a parent’s resources are insufficient to meet the demands
of parenting (Mikolajczak and Roskam, 2018). Recently, due to the
rising prevalence of parental burnout among parents worldwide,
researchers have been more interested in this subject. According to a
survey conducted in 42 countries throughout the world, the incidence
of parental burnout ranged from 0 to 8% (Roskam et al., 2021).
Parental burnout has a profound effect on adolescents due to their
deficiencies in emotion regulation abilities. Therefore, parental
burnout and its effect require exceptional attention. According to
social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), children learn and imitate
their parents’ behavior patterns and attitudes. This theory has also
been confirmed in many research topics, such as addictive behavior
and psychological status (Kendler and Gardner, 2017; Xie etal., 2019).
Academic burnout refers to a certain type of reaction caused by
students’ failure to cope with academic stress (Maslach and Jackson,
1981). Prior researches have also shown that parental burnout has an
impact on children’s academic achievement (An et al., 2022) and
academic burnout (Wu et al., 2022), but its underlying psychological
process was unclear. Therefore, we aim to first examine the relationship
between parental burnout and adolescents’ academic burnout, and
then analyze its influential mechanism.

1.2. The role of parental harsh discipline

According to the theoretical framework of parental burnout, the
influence of parental burnout on children’s developmental outcomes
may have to be mediated by other factors such as parenting style or
parenting behavior (Mikolajczak et al., 2018a). In this way, harsh
discipline seems to be an important mediating variable. From the
biological point of view, stress elicits and fuels anger (Moons et al.,
2010), while emotional and physical exhaustion might limit the
executive resources available to suppress negative behaviors (Krabbe
etal., 2017). Parental burnout resulted not only in neglect and evasion
but also in the violent treatment of children and the appearance of
rough parenting behavior (Hansotte et al., 2021). As a type of rough
parenting behavior, parental harsh discipline is a common parenting
style globally, especially in Chinese families (Wang and Liu, 2014). It
refers to the compulsory behavior or negative emotional expression
committed by parents against children’s improper behavior (Erath
etal., 2009). Burned-out parents are frequently trapped in parenting
stress, which might impair their ability to control the occurrence of
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negative parenting behaviors (Roskam et al., 2017). Thus, burned-out
parents are more inclined to adopt harsh discipline to deal with issues
that arise during the child-rearing process.

Previous researches on the association between parental harsh
discipline and childrens academic performance have reached
conflicting conclusions. Parental harsh discipline is frequently
interpreted as responsibility and care for children in traditional
Chinese culture (Chao, 1994). Furthermore, the examples of “Tiger
Mom” and “Wolf Dad” indeed provide evidence for the promotion
effect of parental harsh discipline on children’s academic achievement
(Chu and Xie, 2023). However, ample studies in recent years have
criticized that parental harsh discipline impeded children’s cognitive
and emotional development, and increased the degree of social
maladjustment (Gershoff et al., 2010; Bai L. et al., 2020). Another
study directly linked negative parenting behavior (e.g., punishment)
to the risk of academic burnout in children (Luo et al, 2016). As
parental acceptance-rejection indicated, neglect and aggression
increase children’s risk for problematic behaviors and academic
burnout (Rohner, 2004). Accordingly, this study attempt to examine
the mediating role of parental harsh discipline between parental
burnout and adolescents’ academic burnout.

1.3. The role of psychological distress

Academic burnout is influenced not only by family factors but
also by individual factors (Ling et al, 2014). According to the
intergenerational integration model of depression (Goodman and
Gotlib, 1999), caregivers who are depressed as a result of parental
burnout might create stressful living environments through their
negative cognition, emotions, and behaviors, which cause children to
internalizing problematic behavior. The empirical studies have also
shown that parental burnout harmed children’s mental health (Yang
et al, 2021). However, different from mental health, psychological
distress is characterized as an unpleasant emotional state that
individuals experience when they respond to the demands that cause
psychological disorders (Ridner, 2004). Although existing evidence
has supported the link between parental burnout and mental health,
it was indefinite whether similar relations existed between parental
burnout and psychological distress. Clarifying their connections is
beneficial to enrich the knowledge about the influence of parental
burnout on children’s psychological situations.

Prior studies have investigated the association between
psychological distress and academic burnout but reached the opposite
conclusion. Smith and Emerson (2021) have indicated that academic
burnout and its dimensions had effects on psychological distress,
whereas other scholars thought that negative emotions worsened
academic burnout (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009; Zhang et al., 2022).
Existing research, however, has primarily focused on college students,
and this relationship among junior high school students was not well
explored. The theory of resource conservation holds that individual
resources are limited (Ford, 2007). If an individual must spend
resources on psychological adjustment, the resources available for
learning will be limited, contributing to higher academic burnout.
We tend to regard psychological distress as an antecedent of academic
burnout. According to the theory of the mediation effect proposed by
Baron and Kenny (1986), psychological distress is likely to play
mediating role in the relationship between parental burnout and
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academic burnout. Therefore, examining the mediating role of
psychological distress is also our aim.

1.4. The relations between parental harsh
discipline and psychological distress

Since both parental harsh discipline and psychological distress
might mediate the relationship between parental burnout and
academic burnout, is there any link between these two mediators?
Although no direct evidence existed to support the association
between parental harsh discipline and the psychological distress of
children, it has been confirmed in related concepts. As the emotional
security proposition argues, parental harsh discipline might weaken
individual emotional security, leading to anxiety, anger, and other
feelings in children (Cummings and Davies, 1996). A prior study has
shown that parental harsh discipline drastically increased the risk of
internalizing problematic problems (e.g., depression and anxiety;
Wang et al., 2016). Therefore, we speculate that parental harsh
discipline is positively related to children’s psychological distress, and
that the two variables play chain-mediating effects in the relations
between parental burnout and academic burnout.

1.5. Gender differences in the mediating
mechanism

Previous studies have found that parental harsh discipline and
children’s internalizing and externalizing problematic behavior may
vary based on gender (Chang et al., 2003; Liu et al., 2022). According
to the social role theory, society has distinct expectations on different
genders, which are what make up gender roles (Eagly et al., 2000). The
expectations and cognitions of parents’ gender roles could affect
children’s perception and interpretation of their behaviors. Therefore,
the same behavior may have a very degree of effect on children due to
gender differences. Father’s harsh discipline has a stronger effect on
boys’ aggressive behavior than it does on girls, whereas a mother’s
harsh discipline does not affect both boys and girls (Chang et al.,
2003). Relevant research also showed gender consistency in the
relationship between parental harsh discipline and children’s anxiety
(Deater-Deckard and Dodge, 1997). Based on these evidences, this
study aims to investigate whether there are gender differences in this
sequential mediation model of parental burnout and adolescents’
academic burnout. The research results are helpful to increase the
knowledge of gender differences in the relationship between parental
burnout and children’s development.

1.6. The present study

To make up for the deficiency in the literature, the present study
aims to examine the relationship between parental burnout and
adolescents’ academic burnout, as well as the mediating roles of harsh
discipline, adolescents’ psychological distress, and the moderating role
of gender. To solve this problem, we conducted a questionnaire survey
on adolescents and their parents and provided evidence for this study
from a multi-subject perspective. Based on relevant theories and
previous empirical studies, we proposed the following hypotheses.
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(1) Parental burnout is positively related to children’s academic
burnout. (2) Parental harsh discipline mediates the relations between
parental burnout and academic burnout. (3) Children’s psychological
distress also plays a mediating role in the association between parental
burnout and academic burnout. (4) Parental harsh discipline and
psychological distress play chain-mediating roles between parental
burnout and academic burnout. (5) The mediating mechanism has
gender differences and the mediation effect is more significant in
mothers than in fathers. The detailed theoretical model was shown in
Figure 1.

2. Method
2.1. Participants and procedures

We conducted this study in the Shandong Province of China
during the first week of May 2022. Since offline questionnaires were
unavailable during the COVID-19 pandemic, and web surveys had a
similar effect to offline surveys (Huang, 2006), we carried out this
investigation through a web survey tool named Wenjuanxing.
Considering the difference in lockdown time, we just recruited
students of Grade 7 and Grade 8 to participate in this survey. Those
students and their primary caregivers (only father or mother) who
voluntarily participated, were included in this study. Yet, students and
their parents who suffered or were suffering psychological,
neurological, or major physiological diseases were excluded. This
study was approved by the ethics committee of the first author’s
institution. Informed content was obtained from all persons, only
those who clicked on the agree option could answer the latter
questionnaires. All persons were free to withdraw from this survey at
any time and without any reward or punishment.

The survey was divided into two parts: a questionnaire for parents
and a questionnaire for students. The parent questionnaire was mainly
used to collect demographic characteristics of parents and family-
related information, parental burnout, and parental harsh discipline.
The student questionnaire contained more detailed information,
including demographic characteristics of students, academic burnout,
and psychological distress. A total of 1,015 students and 1,030 parents
completed the questionnaire. After matching the questionnaires of
students and their parents using the students’ ID numbers, 871
students and parents whose responses were valid and finally included
in this study. The boys and girls were 477 (53.8%) and 394 (45.2%),

Parental harsh Psychological
discipline distress

Academic
burnout

Parental
burnout

Gender

FIGURE 1
The theoretical model
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respectively. Their ages ranged from 11 to 16 years with a mean age of
13.75 (0.74) years old. More than half of the students came from
Grade 8, which accounted for 61.2%. Among the valid parents’
questionnaires, the proportion of mothers and fathers was 73.8%
(643/871) and 26.2% (228/871). The average age of parents was 39.14
(3.08) years old. All the persons were Han Chinese and native Chinese
speakers. Of 595 families (68.3%) had two children.

2.2. Measurements

2.2.1. Parental burnout

Parental Burnout Assessment (PBA), developed by Roskam et al.
(2018) and translated by Cheng et al. (2020), was used to measure
parental burnout. It contains 23 items and consists of four subscales:
exhaustion in parental role, contrast in parental self, feelings of being
fed up and emotional distancing. Items were responded on a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (i.e., never) to 7 (i.e., everyday). A higher
score indicates stronger feelings of parental burnout parents perceived.
In the current study, the scale was completed by parents. The
Cronbach alpha of the total scale was 0.96.

2.2.2. Parental harsh discipline

Parental harsh discipline was measured using the Parent—child
Conflict Tactics Scales (CTSPC), which was compiled by Straus et al.
(1998). This scale was widely used to measure parental corporal
punishment among adolescents and demonstrated to have high
validity and reliability (Wang and Liu, 2018). In the current study,
we only used the subscales of psychological aggression and corporal
punishment to measure the frequency of harsh discipline by parents
in the past half-year. The scale uses a 7-point scoring standard that
ranges from 0 to 6, indicating the frequency of harsh discipline.
According to the instruction of CTSPC Straus and colleagues
provided, we calculated frequency based on the median number of
times parents scored on each item (Straus et al., 1998). The higher they
scored, the more psychological aggression or corporal punishment
their parents imposed on their children. The Cronbach alpha of this
scale in the present study was 0.89.

2.2.3. Psychological distress

Kessler 10 was used to estimate the psychological distress of
students in junior high school. This scale was developed by Kessler
etal. (2002) and translated into Chinese by Huang et al. (2009). It is
one of the most widely used self-rated measuring tools. It contains 10
items and the response was rated on a 5-point Likert scale. Persons
were asked to rate their psychological condition in past 4 weeks. The
total score ranged from 10 to 50, and a higher score indicated more
frequent psychological distress. The Cronbach alpha of the scale in
this study was 0.95.

2.2.4. Academic burnout

Academic burnout was assessed by the Academic Burnout Scale
constructed by Wu et al. (2007) based on Maslach Burnout Inventory.
It was a self-rated scale used to measure the academic burnout of
adolescents. This scale contains 16 items with three subscales, namely,
physical and psychological exhaustion, academic alienation and low
sense of accomplishment. Six items were reversely scored and needed
to be transformed. The responses were rated on a 5-point scale, with
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1 and 5. A higher score represents severer academic burnout. In the
current study, the Cronbach alpha of the scale in this study was 0.88.

2.3. Data analysis

The data for this study was collected online, and persons were not
allowed to skip any questions when answering. Therefore, no data was
missing. SPSS 23.0 and AMOS 23.0 software were employed to
perform all analyzes. After checking for normality, we log-transformed
parental burnout and parental harsh discipline. We still used the
original data to clearly present the initial scores of variables but used
the transformed data in the other analyzes. The correlations between
every two variables were primarily described using correlation
analysis. We used the Structural Equation Model (SEM) to further
analyze the link between parental burnout, parental harsh discipline,
psychological distress and academic burnout. According to the
suggestion of Rogers and Schmitt (2004), we adopted item parceling
strategies for the unidimensional variable (psychological distress) to
control the inflated measurement error. In this process, we first
conducted a factor analysis to rank the items according to the value of
loadings. After that, arrange items in turn from high to low and vice
versa. This method balanced the loading and variance of each package
to the greatest extent. The average scores of each package were used as
observational variables of psychological distress. Multiple group
structural equation model was also used to compare the mediation
model in different genders of primary caregivers. The model fit could
be considered good if x*/df<3, RMSEA<0.05, SRMR<0.05,
GFI>0.90, CFI>0.90, and NFI>0.90. We performed the bias-
corrected bootstrap to examine the mediating effect based on 5,000
samples. A p value lower than 0.05, confidence intervals did not
include zero, or critical ratios for differences between parameters
higher than 1.96 were considered significant.

3. Results
3.1. Preliminary analyzes

We first conducted correlation analysis to get a preliminary
understanding of the relationship between variables. As expected, all
variables were positively correlated, detailed information could
be found in Table 1.

TABLE 1 Bivariate correlations (N=871).
Variables ‘ M ‘ SD ‘ PB ‘ PHD ‘ PD ‘AB

Parental 45.70 24.73 1

burnout (PB)

Parental harsh 19.87 30.18 0.55%* 1

discipline
(PHD)

Psychological 18.55 7.89 0.35%% 0.29%* 1

distress (PD)

Academic 38.21 9.48 0.39%* 0.33%* 0.59%% 1

burnout (AB)

M, mean; SD, standard deviation; **p <0.01.
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3.2. Mediation models

To examine the first four research hypotheses, namely the direct
and indirect relationship between parental burnout and children’s
academic burnout, we have established several structural equation
models. When examining the direct relationship between parental
burnout and academic burnout, the model fit showed acceptable (y*/
df=2.724, RMSEA =0.045, SRMR =0.020, GFI=0.991, CFI=0.996,
NFI=0.993). Then we constructed a multiple mediation model to
deeply analyze the indirect relationships. The results showed that all
indicators of model fit were good (*/df=2.663, RMSEA =0.044,
SRMR =0.020, GFI=0.978, CFI=0.991, NFI=0.985). Parental burnout
was found to be a significant independent variable in academic burnout
(f=0.16, p<0.001). It also had a positive effect on parental harsh
discipline (#=0.61, p<0.001) and psychological distress (#=0.26,
p<0.001), both of which were mediators in the current model.
Psychological distress was positively related to academic burnout
($=0.58, p<0.001). However, the other mediator, parental harsh
discipline, was not significantly associated with academic burnout
($=0.07, p=0.15). Additionally, parental harsh discipline was linked to
a higher risk of psychological distress (=0.19, p<0.001).

As shown in Figure 2, three indirect paths were found in the
model: (1) parental burnout — parental harsh discipline — academic
burnout; (2) parental burnout — psychological distress — academic
burnout; (3) parental burnout — parental harsh discipline —
psychological distress — academic burnout. Relevant results are
displayed in Table 2. For the first path, the indirect effect of parental
burnout on academic burnout through parental harsh discipline was
not significant (p=0.171). For the second path, parental burnout was
positively related to academic burnout through the mediating role of
psychological distress (p <0.001), and this path coefficient was higher
than the other two indirect paths. The last chain-mediating path was
also significant (p=0.001), parental burnout had a positive effect on
parental harsh discipline and psychological distress, which in turn
contributed to academic burnout. In conclusion, parental burnout has

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1122986

a significant indirect effect on academic burnout. Under the given
situation, its direct effect also had significance. Parental harsh
discipline and psychological distress partially mediated the effect of
parental burnout on academic burnout, accounting for 61.2% of the
total effect.

3.3. Multiple group path analysis

We constructed a multiple group structural equation model to
examine the fifth hypothesis, namely comparing multiple mediation
models in different genders of primary caregivers. Table 3 presents the
standardized path coeflicients in different groups, as well as critical
ratios for parameter differences. The critical ratio for parameter
differences between mother and father on the path from parental
burnout to adolescents’ psychological distress was 2.29, which was
higher than 1.96. Thus, these path coefficients varied significantly
between different genders of primary caregivers. Specifically, the path
coefficient from parental burnout to psychological distress in mother-
cared students ($=0.19, p<0.001) was lower than father-cared
students (f=0.47, p<0.001).

4. Discussion

Family-related factors have a significant impact on adolescents’
academic burnout. However, little is known about the influential
mechanism of parental burnout on children’s academic burnout. To
fill in this gap, we constructed structural equation model and first
examined these relationships. We found that parental burnout had a
direct relationship with academic burnout as well as an indirect
relationship through the mediating role of psychological distress, and
the chain-mediating roles of parental harsh discipline and
psychological distress. Furthermore, fathers’ parental burnout had a
stronger effect on children’s psychological distress than mothers.

Psychological Package 1
aggression .
g8 Parental harsh Psychological Packnge 2
] discipline distress £
Corporal punishment
Package 3
Exhaustion in -
parental role Physical and
psychological
Contrast in exhaustion
parental self Parental Academic Academic
Feelings of burnout burnout alienation
being fed up
- Low sense of
Emotional accomplishment
distancing
FIGURE 2
The multiple mediation model. All path coefficients were standardized. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.

Frontiers in Psychology

05

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1122986
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Zhang et al.

TABLE 2 Indirect effects of parental burnout on academic burnout.

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1122986

Indirect path Effect value P Boot LLCI Boot ULCI
Path 1: PB— PHD — AB 0.040 0.171 —0.017 0.099
Path 2: PB— PD — AB 0.150 <0.001 0.094 0210
Path 3: PB— PHD — PD — AB 0.067 0.001 0.029 0.107
Total indirect effect 0.257 <0.001 0.188 0.328

PB =Parental burnout; PHD = Parental harsh discipline; PD = Psychological distress; AB = Academic burnout; LLCI = Lower limit confidence interval; ULCI = Upper limit confidence interval.

TABLE 3 Standardized path coefficients in different gender of primary caregivers.

Primary caregiver (mother/father)

C.R. C.R. for Differences between
Parameters
PB to PHD 0.58/0.70 11.10%55%/8,29% 3 0.66
PBto AB 0.24/0.03 4.15%%%/0,29 -1.58
PB to PD 0.19/0.47 3725k 4,675 2.29
PHD to AB 0.09/—0.07 1.81/-0.66 -1.32
PHD to PD 0.59/0.56 11.82%5%/6,66% 0.25
PD to AB 0.15/0.26 3.25%%/2,55% 1.03

C.R.=Critical Ratios; PB = Parental burnout; PHD = Parental harsh discipline; PD = Psychological distress; AB = Academic burnout; *p <0.05, *#p <0.01, **#p <0.001.

4.1. Relations between parental burnout
and academic burnout

This study found a positive relationship between parental burnout
and academic burnout, which indicated that parenting emotion is a
factor in adolescents’ academic burnout. This finding was consistent
with a prior study that regarded parental burnout as a mediator and
found that parental burnout mediated the relationship between
parents education anxiety and children’s academic burnout (Wu et al.,
2022). Other relevant research also revealed that a favorable
upbringing was conducive to obtaining emotional warmth and
support from their parents, and that as a result, they were capable of
coping with academic stress and showed less academic burnout (He
etal., 2017). The results enriched the social learning theory (Bandura,
1977), and extended it to the field of burnout. Therefore, improving
parents’ feelings about parenting and letting parents play an exemplary
role are crucial to intervene in children’s academic burnout, especially
during the COVID-19 lockdown.

4.2. The mediating role of parental harsh
discipline

Contrary to the hypothesis, although parental burnout was linked
to harsh discipline, parental harsh discipline failed to be associated
with academic burnout. That is to say, the mediating path did not
reach a significant level in the latter half. This result differed from
previous studies which have found either positive or negative relations
between parental harsh discipline and academic burnout (Gershoff
etal, 2010; Chuand Xie, 2023). Several reasons can be used to explain
this finding. First, parental harsh discipline may have an indirect effect
on academic burnout. Previous studies have found that individual
factors had a great influence on academic burnout (Yang and Cheng,
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2005; Ling et al., 2014), and harsh discipline affected children’s
academic burnout through psychological capital and self-control (He
etal, 2017). Second, the inconsistency of the findings resulted from
cultural differences. Previous study in the eastern country has found
that parental harsh discipline was beneficial for adolescents’ academic
achievements (Chu and Xie, 2023). Although the influence of parental
harsh discipline on adolescents” academic burnout is not significant in
this study, we still found that mothers’ and fathers’ harsh discipline
had opposite effects on academic burnout. Specifically, the father’s
harsh discipline is beneficial for children’s academics, while the
mother’s harsh discipline is the opposite. It can explain this result to
some extent. Third, this study was carried out during the COVID-19
lockdown, the influence of harsh discipline on children’s academic
burnout may be offset by other environmental factors or their
psychological distress. However, it is worth mentioning that deep and
detailed research into their relationship should be carried out.

4.3. The mediating role of psychological
distress

Aligned with the hypothesis, the mediating model demonstrated
that parental burnout had an effect on academic burnout through
psychological distress. On the one hand, parental burnout increased
children’s psychological distress, which confirmed finding in previous
research (Yang et al., 2021). Firstly, burned-out parents provided less
social support, and their children were prone to psychological distress
(Yang et al., 2021). Burned-out parents were more likely to lose their
patience with their children, try to avoid their parenting
responsibilities, and gradually ignore their children’s physiological and
emotional requirements (Roskam et al., 2017). Secondly, this finding
supported the intergenerational integration model of depression
(Goodman and Gotlib, 1999). Parental burnout worsened parents’
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mental health, generating depressive symptoms and hence
psychological distress in their children. On the other hand, as an
antecedent variable, psychological distress had an effect on academic
burnout, which supported the loss spiral effect of the resource
conservation model (Ford, 2007). Psychological distress represents the
loss of psychological resources, which puts individuals in a state of
stress. This situation resulted in the deficiency of resources and a
“chain reaction” of resource loss, which further led to academic
burnout. The previous study has also indicated that positive emotions
promoted academic engagement and ultimately led to academic
success (Durlak et al., 2011). In other words, psychological stress
impeded academic engagement and eventually led to academic
burnout. The results increased knowledge for understanding the
relationship between parental burnout and academic burnout from
the perspective of individual psychological distress.

4.4. The multiple mediating roles of
parental harsh discipline and psychological
distress

The present study also discovered that harsh discipline and
psychological distress played chain-mediating roles between parental
harsh discipline and academic burnout, which was in line with
hypothesis four. Parental burnout was associated with harsh discipline
and children’s psychological distress, and then linked to academic
burnout. The result suggested that although parental harsh discipline
cannot mediate the relationship between parental burnout and
academic burnout, it can increase psychological distress, and then
leads to academic burnout. The effect of parental harsh discipline on
children’s psychological distress supported the emotional security
hypothesis (Cummings and Davies, 1996). This result can also
be explained by the parental acceptance-rejection theory (Rohner,
2004), which suggests that children might misinterpret their parents’
harsh discipline as rejection and thus resulting in psychological
distress. This finding was in line with a prior study that showed
positive correlations between harsh discipline and psychological
distress (Wang et al., 2016). The findings provided a new perspective
for the explanation and intervention of academic burnout from the
adolescents’

perspective of parental harsh discipline and

psychological distress.

4.5. Primary caregiver gender differences in
the mediating mechanism

Although this study found that the influence of parental burnout
on children’s psychological distress differed by caregiver gender, the
specific finding is inconsistent with the hypothesis. In comparison to
mothers, fathers” parental burnout had a stronger effect on children’s
psychological distress. This result was close to that of a study
conducted in French-and English-speaking countries. They discovered
that gender moderated the relationship between parental burnout,
avoidance of ideas, neglect, and violent behavior toward children
(Roskam and Mikolajczak, 2020). The results may be attributed to
parenting styles parents adopted after encountering parental burnout.
Fathers adopted a more neglectful parenting style, while mothers used
severe harsh discipline (Roskam and Mikolajczak, 2020). Parents who
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employ a neglectful parenting style are constantly disregarding basic
demands in children’s development, resulting in their basic
psychological demands not being satisfied (Kantor et al., 2004), which
brought psychological distress to adolescents (Arslan, 2017). In other
words, neglect has a stronger negative effect on children’s mental
health than harsh discipline, and this phenomenon is more obvious in
Chinese culture. Thus, we should attach importance to the neglectful
parenting style toward children. Along with increased father
involvement in parenting, we are concerned not only about the effect
of mothers’ parental burnout on children, but also the influence of
fathers” parental burnout.

4.6. Implications

This study has both theoretical and practical implications.
Theoretically, this study focused on the negative impact of the
emerging hot topic of parental burnout and determined the
relationship between parental burnout and adolescents’ academic
burnout. This study integrated social learning theory, intergenerational
integration model of depression and resource conservation model,
and constructed a model of “parenting emotion-parenting behavior-
psychology-academic burnout” to explain how parental burnout
increased adolescents’ academic burnout. This provided a new
theoretical basis for promoting adolescents’ growth and development.
In addition, it also showed that the influence of gender should not
be ignored when explaining the influence of parental burnout.
Practically, this study provided a new perspective for preventing and
intervening in academic burnout in adolescents, and had important
practical significance. We should be fully aware of the important role
of parental burnout in reducing adolescents’ academic burnout and
its negative impact on themselves and their children. In addition,
adolescents trying to reduce psychological distress can also effectively
prevent the negative impact of parental burnout on adolescents’
academic burnout.

4.7. Limitations and future directions

Several limitations should be mentioned in this study. First, the
present study was carried out just during the COVID-19 lockdown. As
a result, it’s impossible to say “whether the intensity of this relationship
after COVID-19 differed from that during the COVID-19 lockdown.”
Second, this study was a cross-sectional study, which cannot directly
infer causality. According to family system theory, not only parental
burnout affects adolescents’ academic burnout, but children’s academic
burnout influences parental burnout. Thus, to clarify the causality,
longitudinal research is needed in the future. Third, concerning gender
differences in the effect of parental burnout, we just analyzed the effect
of the father or mother’s parental burnout on children. Nevertheless,
collecting mothers” and fathers’ parental burnout, respectively, could
provide more persuasive results on gender differences.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, parental burnout had a direct relationship with
academic burnout as well as an indirect relationship through the
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mediating role of psychological distress, and the chain-mediating roles
of parental harsh discipline and psychological distress. Furthermore,
fathers' parental burnout had a stronger effect on children’s
psychological distress than mothers. These results add to our
understanding of how parental burnout relates to children’s academic
burnout and underline the importance of fathers’ parental burnout.
Parental burnout is an emerging hot topic worldwide, and this kind of
work will help us have a more comprehensive understanding on the
influence of parental burnout.
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