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Objective

Parent-child relationship is critical for children’s well-being. In China, the large number of left-behind children (LBC, one or both parents leaving for work for at least 6 months) raises public concern. Although LBC often report poor mental health status and higher alienation towards parents, the dynamic trend of subjective well-being in this population, as well as the prediction of alienation towards parents on LBC’s subjective well-being, remain unrevealed. This study aimed to examine the dynamic trend of subjective well-being in Chinese LBC and further explore the predictional influence of alienation towards parents, with resilience as a potential mediator.





Methods

We recruited 916 rural LBC in China and investigated them at five waves (baseline, and 1, 3, 6, and 12 months later) using Inventory of Alienation towards Parents (IAP), Resilience Scale for Chinese Adolescents (RSCA) and Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS). We used hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) for analysis.





Results

At baseline, no significant differences were found in the scores of alienation towards parents, resilience, and subjective well-being on gender, grade, or type of LBC. A significant correlation existed between the scores of alienation towards parents, resilience, and subjective well-being. HLM showed a linear increase in the subjective well-being of rural LBC. Alienation toward both mother and father negatively predicted the developmental trajectory of children’s subjective well-being over 12 months. Moreover, resilience partially mediated this prediction.





Conclusion

This study is among the first to reveal that alienation towards parents predicts the developmental trajectory of later LBC’s subjective well-being, with resilience as a mediator. These findings warrant the necessity of paying attention to alienation toward parents to ensure the mental health of LBC, giving valuable guidance to parents, schools and governments.
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1 Introduction

It is well known that parent-child relationship is critical for children’s well-being (1). In China, rural parents go out to pursue a better life, significantly increasing population mobility. Millions of children are left-behind due to constraints on migrated workers, such as limited housing, children’s educational policies and opportunities, and household registration (Hukou) restrictions (2). Left behind children (LBC) refer to children who are left at home with one or both parents leaving home for work for at least six months (3). A 2020 survey by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences reported more than 66.93 million LBC in China, accounting for 62.4% of all children in rural areas and 23.23% of young people in the whole country, an increase of 12.02 million since 2010 (3–5). The Chinese State Council has pointed out that “to strengthen the care and protection of LBC in rural areas and create a better environment for them is a primary and urgent task of government.” Notably, Chinese LBC reported more emotional problems and poor behavioral functions due to parental absence (6–8). Thus, to ensure the growth of LBC, their mental health status cannot be disregarded.

For children, subjective well-being represents mental health well, reflecting their overall emotional and cognitive perception of their life quality (9). Researchers point out that increasing subjective well-being is one of the primary objectives of improving mental health (10). However, the subjective well-being level of LBC is typically lower than non-LBC (11–14). Most existing studies on LBC were cross-sectional (11–14), ignoring the dynamics of subjective well-being. Thus, the multi-time-point survey (a longitudinal study) on LBC’s subjective well-being remains unrevealed, which is important to reflect the trend of mental health status in this population.

Numerous factors may influence the LBC’s subjective well-being, with the parent-child relationship likely being the most significant (1). Previous studies have used indicators that reflect the solid emotional bond between children and parents (15), such as parent-child attachment and cohesiveness to gauge the quality of parent-child relationships (16). However, the degree of intimacy and alienation can also reflect the parents-child relationship. Alienation towards parents is the expression of children’s unfavorable emotions, such as emotional aloofness, possessiveness, or even being under control when interacting with parents (17, 18). Compared with the non-LBC, the LBC tend to communicate less with their parents and report a stronger sense of alienation towards them (19, 20). Moreover, children with a strong sense of alienation were prone to psychosomatic health problems, such as depression, sleep and eating disorders, and even suicidal ideation (21). Despite these reports on the well-being of children, the direct impact of alienation towards parents on children’s subjective well-being remains unknown. Furthermore, the prediction of alienation on LBC’s subjective well-being remains unaddressed, which is potentially important to reveal the mechanism behind LBC’s well-being fully.

Moreover, the influence of alienation towards parents on LBC’s subjective well-being may have a mediating pathway. Resilience represents desirable adaptation competence when suffering from adverse experiences (22). It has been revealed to minimize individuals’ psychological and physiological costs in coping with adversity (23) and directly promote psychological well-being, such as happiness and life-satisfaction (24, 25). Previous investigations have further indicated that LBC with poor parent-child bonds showed significantly lower psychological resilience (26). The results indicated a connection between alienation towards parents, poor subjective well-being, and lower resilience in children. Although a study has demonstrated that family support can partially maintain mental strength and well-being through resilience in adults (27), it remains uncovered whether resilience mediates the effect of alienation towards parents on subjective well-being of children. Clarifying this potential mediating role is important to reveal the underlying mechanism of subjective well-being in LBC.

Given the research context described above, we propose the following hypotheses:

	Subjective well-being in LBC may vary across time.

	Alienation towards parents may negatively predict LBC’s subjective well-being 12 months later.

	Resilience may mediate the impact of alienation towards parents on LBC’s subjective well-being.






2 Methods



2.1 Participants

The present study utilized five waves of data collected across 12 months from LBC attending three rural primary schools in Chongqing City, southwestern China. LBC from these schools were invited to participate in this longitudinal survey. The inclusion criteria were: (1) being in grades 4–6, (2) having guardians’ consent to participate, and (3) personally agreeing to participate.

Children were classified as left-behind if (1) either parent had left for work over the past six months and (2) he/she currently lives with one parent, grandparents, relatives, or other caregivers. The LBC were further divided into subgroups: (1) “mother absent”: only the mother had left for work, (2)”father absent”: only the father has left for work, and (3)”both absent”: both parents had left for work. We excluded children from single-parent families to focus on left-behind status.

A baseline data sample (T0, n = 916) was collected in October 2018. Follow-up data were collected one month later (T1, n = 916), three months later (T2, n = 916), six months later (T3, n = 915), and 12 months later (T4, n = 909), as depicted in Figure 1. The independent sample t-test (28) revealed no significant differences in the scores of alienation towards mother (t = 1.343,p = 0.179) and alienation towards father (t = -0.300, p = 0.765) at T0 between the excluded subjects (n = 7) and the final sample (n = 909) who fully participated in this study.




Figure 1 | Flow chart of participants.



Wave 1 (T0) had 428 (46.72%) girls and 488 (53.28%) boys (aged between 9 and 13 years old), indicating an almost equal gender proportion. The mean age of participants was 10.57 years old (S.D. = 1.03). Of the children, 196 (21.40%) children belonged to the “father absent” group, 41(4.48%) to the “mother absent” group, and 679 (74.12%) to the “both absent” group. See Table 1 for more details.


Table 1 | Demographic-social data of participants at baseline (T0).






2.2 Instruments



2.2.1 Socio-demographic variables

We collected socio-demographic information using a self-designed demographic questionnaire, including gender, age, left-behind status, etc.




2.2.2 The inventory of alienation towards parents

The IAP, designed in our previous work (29), assessed perceived alienation towards fathers and mothers in children aged 8–19. This scale consists of 18 items assessing two dimensions: maternal alienation (9 items, sample item: “I feel abandoned by my mother”) and paternal alienation (9 items, sample item: “I feel unable to communicate with my father”). Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree), with higher scores meaning a higher level of alienation towards parents. This scale shows good reliability and validity in children aged 8–19 (20, 30). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.82 and 0.83 for paternal and maternal forms, respectively.




2.2.3 The resilience scale for chinese adolescents

The RSCA assessed the participants’ psychological resilience (31). This scale consists of 28 items assessing five dimensions: goal concentration, interpersonal assistance, emotion regulation, positive perception, and family support. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree), with higher scores meaning greater resilience. The scale has shown good reliability and validity in Chinese children aged 9–16 (32, 33). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged from 0.82–0.86 for total scale and sub-scales.




2.2.4 The subjective happiness scale

The SHS was used to assess subjective well-being (34). This scale consists of 4 items (sample item: “In general, I consider myself”: 1-Not a very happy person…7-A very happy person). Responses were collected on a 7-point scale, with higher scores indicating greater happiness. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged from 0.71–0.76.





2.3 Procedures

Before investigations, we obtained written informed consent from both children and their parents. The Human Research Ethics Committee of the Army Medical University approved the study (2021-28-03). The researchers explained the study to children and their parents in written and verbal. After obtaining informed consent, children completed the self-report questionnaires in their primary school classrooms at five time points (T0: baseline, T1: 1 month later, T2: 3 months later, T3: 6 months later, T4: 12 months later). After completing the fifth survey, the children were debriefed and received learning materials as incentives.




2.4 Data analysis

We applied an independent sample t-test and ANOVA to compare the differences of variables (alienation, resilience, and subjective well-being) at T0 among LBC using IBM SPSS 26.0. We further carried out a Pearson correlation analysis to observe their correlation. A hierarchical linear model (HLM) was utilized to observe the trend of five waves of subjective well-being in LBC and prediction from alienation. We carried out a multilevel linear model to explore the mediation of resilience in the relationship between alienation towards parents and LBC’s subjective well-being using HLM 6.08. All tests were two-tailed and performed at a significance level of p = 0.05.

HLM is a robust method of analyzing longitudinal data, allowing for handling missing data, non-fixed time intervals, and unequal error variance (35, 36). The HLM consists of a null model, an unconditional model, and a full model. 1) The null model, which included subjective well-being at five time points as the outcome variable without any predictor, was primarily utilized to assess the presence of a hierarchical structure in the developmental trajectory, i.e., whether the data is suitable for HLM analysis. 2) The unconditional model evaluated the linearity of the developmental trajectory of subjective well-being in LBC. According to the HLM analysis principle (35), time was considered an independent variable at Level 1, and the developmental trajectory of subjective well-being during five time points was considered the outcome variable. Then, an unconditional linear growth model was constructed to assess whether time significantly impacts the developmental trajectory of subjective well-being and whether it can further determine which variables of Level 1 are significantly affected by Level 2. If so, appropriate variables should be introduced in Level 2 (full model) for further analysis. 3) The full model utilized the Level 1 model to examine the impact of time (within-individual variable) on the developmental trajectory of subjective well-being. The Level 2 model investigated the influence of between-individual variables (e.g., alienation towards mother, alienation towards father, and resilience) on the developmental trajectory of subjective well-being.





3 Results



3.1 Baseline demographic-social description of participants

As shown in Table 1, there were no significant differences in the scores of alienation towards parents, resilience, and subjective well-being at T0 by age, gender, grade, or left behind type (p< 0.05).

As can be seen in Table 2, Pearson correlation analysis showed a positive correlation between resilience and subjective well-being at the same and different time points (r = 0.33 ~ 0.71, p< 0.001). In contrast, alienation towards parents was negatively correlated with them (-0.24~-0.44).


Table 2 | Correlation analysis between alienation towards parents, resilience, and subjective well-being at five waves.






3.2 Hierarchical linear models of subjective well-being

We utilized a hierarchical linear model to analyze the trend of subjective well-being in LBC and the predictive value of T0 alienation. Subsequently, we added age, gender, grade, and type of left-behind as control variables to the model for their potential influence on the dependent variables.



3.2.1 Null model

Taking the LBC’s subjective well-being as the dependent variable, we established a null model (zero model). The results showed a significant variation in LBC’s subjective well-being (variance =19.00, χ2 = 6831.10, df=908, p<0.001), with the intra- and inter-group variances being 19.00 and 14.56, respectively. Afterward, the inter-class correlation (ICC) was found to be 0.57, showing significant variation between individual (37). Thus, it was necessary to build an unconditional growth model to explain further the reasons behind this difference (38, 39).




3.2.2 Unconditional model

Consequently, an unconditional model was established, using the scores from the quintuple tracking of subjective well-being as the dependent variable and the time polynomial function as the independent variable. As shown in Table 3, across one-year tracking, LBC’s subjective well-being scores showed a significant linear growth trend (γ10 = 0.25, p<0.001).


Table 3 | Estimated results of the unconditional model.






3.2.3 Full model

A full model of LBC’s subjective well-being was built, using the scores of alienation towards mother and father as predictive variables, while controlling for age, gender, grade, and types of left-behind. As shown in Table 4, the fixed effects showed that both alienation towards mother (γ05= -0.19, p< 0.001) and father (γ05= -0.19, p< 0.001) had significantly negative effects on subjective well-being. Grade significantly and negatively affected the rising rate of subjective well-being (γ13= -0.23, p< 0.01). The random effects indicated that alienation towards parents explained 33% (22.94–15.29/22.94 = 33%) of the total variance of subjective well-being.


Table 4 | Estimated results of the full model.







3.3 The mediating effect of resilience

We built a multilevel linear model to assess the mediating effect of resilience, with resilience and subjective well-being as dependent variables in Model 1 and Model 2, respectively. In Model 1, alienation towards both mother (γ05=-0.53, p<0.001) and father (γ06=-0.44, p<0.001) significantly negatively affected LBC’s resilience, indicating that alienation towards parents could negatively predict LBC’s resilience. When resilience was added into Model 2, the influence of resilience on subjective well-being was significant (γ07 = 0.12, p<0.001), and the effects of alienation towards both mother (γ05=-0.10, p<0.001) and father (γ06=-0.09, p<0.001) on subjective well-being were also significant. See Table 5 and Figure 2 for further details. These results indicated that resilience partially mediates the relationship between alienation towards parents and the LBC’s subjective well-being (40, 41).


Table 5 | Multilevel linear model for the mediating effect of resilience.






Figure 2 | Mediation of resilience in the prediction of alienation towards parents on LBC’s subjective well-being. ***p<0.001.







4 Discussions

The current study investigated the trend of subjective well-being, the predictive effect of alienation towards parents on the developmental trajectory of subjective well-being, and the potential mediation of resilience in rural LBC in China. There were three essential findings in this study. First, LBC’s subjective well-being increased over time. Second, alienation toward both parents negatively predicted the developmental trajectory of LBC’s subjective well-being. Third, resilience partially mediated the prediction of alienation towards parents on the LBC’s subjective well-being. Thus, to improve mental health status of LBC, their alienation towards parents and resilience level should be considered both in the family and at school.

Surprisingly, we found no significant differences in resilience, subjective well-being, and alienation towards parents across gender, grade, and types of left-behind. It could be explained by the general prevalence of the high alienation towards parents, low resilience, and low subjective well-being among all LBC, irrespective of their gender, grade, or types of left-behind. These findings stress the importance of universal attention to mental health issues among LBC. However, we should be very cautious when intending to conclude that there are no demographic differences in mental health levels among LBC, which warrants a larger sample size survey. Policymakers and healthcare professionals should develop comprehensive strategies to address the mental health needs of all LBC, regardless of their specific characteristics or demographics, e.g., offering resilience training in schools.

Correlation analysis results showed a significant negative correlation between both mother-child and father-child alienation scores and the LBC’s subjective well-being, which is consistent with the previous results (42). According to the ecosystem theory’s micro-system model (43), family is the most significant factor impacting children’s mental health and personal growth. The parent-child relationship, an important relationship in the family, directly affects children’s physical and mental development and subjective well-being (11, 44). For LBC, the integrity of family life has been severely compromised, which may lead to emotional alienation towards their parents due to spatial distance with parents, and further results in a reduction in LBC’s subjective well-being. Thus, families and schools must recognize the challenges LBC faces due to the absent parents and help mitigate workers to prevent these negative effects, e.g., strengthening bonds with children despite physical separation.

HLM showed a discernible tendency of linear increase in the subjective well-being scores of LBC. Regarding the level of LBC’s subjective well-being, most scholars believed that compared with non-LBC, LBC received less support from parents and lower subjective well-being during their growth (11, 45). However, some studies have found that staying at home or not of parents has little impact on rural children’s subjective well-being (3). Our study provides a more reasonable explanation of the two viewpoints from the perspective of the dynamic development of subjective well-being. Generally, due to the influence of the separation from parents, the LBC are deprived of intact parental care and show lower levels of subjective well-being. Thus, it is important for parents to realize the potential negative impact of their absence on their children and take necessary precautions. However, it is reassuring that the lower levels of well-being of LBC are not permanent. One of the reasons for this finding could be adaptive mechanisms (46) in children and their families over time. Alternatively, Factors contributing to the increase in LBC’s well-being might include the improved material circumstances accompanied by parents’ absence, children’s comprehension of parental leaving, and the relative expansion of personal space following parent-child separation (47). Moreover, individual differences exist in the growth rate of subjective well-being among LBC. It can be preliminarily inferred that the rising trend of LBC’s subjective well-being should result from various protective factors, e.g., lower grades. Therefore, caregivers should pay attention to the psychological dynamic changes in LBC, and schools should pay attention to LBC’s subjective well-being and proactively address any challenges they may encounter during this transitional period, e.g., by offering expressional opportunities about their feelings.

In addition, according to the multi-layer linear model results, both mother-child and father-child alienation could longitudinally predict the LBC’s subjective well-being. In other words, the effect of alienation towards parents on subjective well-being may be a long-term process. Although subjective well-being as a whole shows an upward trend, the improvements in adaptability or the psychological coping mechanisms of children themselves are insufficient to completely eliminate the negative effects of alienation towards parents on subjective well-being. Importantly, factors such as gender, grade, and types of left-behind do not significantly predict subjective well-being, which could be because, when children are in a left-behind status, individual factors’ influence on LBC’s subjective well-being is overshadowed by family factors. The parent-child relationship caused by being left-behind has become a primary influencing factor, which further suggests that LBC’s parents should keep in mind maintaining close bonds with their kids during extended absences. Regardless of the family’s specific circumstances, it is essential for absent parents to take on the responsibility of guardianship of their children, e.g., their children’s education, daily life, and feelings et al.

The multilevel linear model analysis of the intermediary role showed that psychological resilience significantly mediated the relationship between alienation towards parents and LBC’s subjective well-being, which suggests that alienation towards parents can not only directly affect and predict LBC’s subjective well-being levels but also indirectly affect them by psychological resilience. We found that the psychological resilience level of rural LBC in this study was much lower than that of 5976 urban pupils in Zou’s study (48). Based on the theory of psychological resilience development, a close relationship between children and their parents in high-risk situations is more likely to make them develop a higher level of psychological resilience (49). We can regard parent-child separation caused by parents’ absence as a high-risk situation for parent-child relationship. A high level of alienation towards parents, indicating a failure to establish a harmonious parent-child relationship during parents’ leaving, is naturally not conducive to LBC’s psychological resilience development. However, as our study’s participants are primary school children in rural areas, we cannot rule out the impact of education level, growth environment, and other influencing factors on psychological resilience. The results suggested that schools and other educational agencies could take psychological flexibility as a starting point to promote the mental health of LBC by strengthening psychological resilience-related training and counseling.

Limitations: First, we used a convenient sampling, which might affect the sample’s representativeness. Second, the follow-up period was only 12 months instead of a longer time. Third, as a comparison, we did not recruit non-LBC participants for comparison, whose mental health development trends might differ from LBC. However, based on a follow-up design, our study investigated the trend of alienation towards parents in LBC and the prediction from alienation and the mediating role through psychological resilience, which provides reliable evidence for schools and government bodies to formulate policies and psychological interventions.

To sum up, our study indicates that LBC exhibit lower levels of subjective well-being, which significantly increases over time. Alienation towards parents negatively predicts LBC’s subjective well-being, with psychological resilience acting as a mediator between them. Strategies aimed at promoting LBC’s mental health should focus on reducing their alienation towards parents and improving their psychological resilience. Moreover, we encourage LBC’s parents to strengthen emotional communication with their children, and the government can also optimize rural migrant work in various ways.
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