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Guided by the ecosystem theory, this study aimed to explore the association between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping of high school students, as well as the mediating effects of future time perspective and meaning in life in this relationship. A total of 707 Chinese high school students were involved in a paper questionnaire survey and data analysis. It was found that (1) parental autonomy support was significantly positively related to future-oriented coping. (2) Mediation analyses demonstrated that parental autonomy support directly affects future-oriented coping; parental autonomy support indirectly affects future-oriented coping through separate mediation and serial mediation of future time perspective and meaning in life. These findings have important implications for the improvement of future-oriented coping abilities of high school students.
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Introduction

Traditional coping (reactive coping) primarily focuses on past or existing stress events (Schwarzer and Taubert, 2002). However, a study found that individuals can predict future stressors and take measures in advance (Feng and Huang, 2002). This proactive coping to future events is called future-oriented coping (Gan et al., 2007; Feng et al., 2015), and it includes two forms, proactive coping and preventive coping, which have different motivations. Preventive coping is motivated by threat assessment and aims to minimize the loss in the future from uncertain stressors (e.g., failing in a final exam). Proactive coping is motivated by challenge assessment and aims to achieve future goals and promote self-improvement (Schwarzer and Taubert, 2002; Miao and Gan, 2018). Both forms are responses to future events in advance (Miao et al., 2017a). Previous studies have integrated the two forms into one variable, i.e., future-oriented coping (Feng et al., 2015; Miao and Gan, 2021). Thus, they are studied as a whole in this study. Previous research on future-oriented coping has focused on groups, such as the elderly, dysfunctional patients, and depressed patients. However, coping with potential threats and meeting future challenges are also important for high school students. Based on this, it is necessary to examine their future-oriented coping (Gan, 2011). At the same time, on the factors influencing future-oriented coping, previous research has focused on individual internal factors (e.g., personality traits, achievement motivation, reaction style, and expected emotion) (Wen et al., 2014; Feng et al., 2015; Próchniak and Próchniak, 2021), with insufficient attention paid to external environmental factors. For high school students, their parents are an important source of social support. A study showed that parental autonomy support enabled high school students to recognize their possible future selves and proactively accumulate resources to cope with potentially stressful events while achieving personal goals and self-improvement (Schwarzer and Luszczynska, 2008).

First, the influence mechanisms of parental autonomy support on future-oriented coping among high school students may be related to their future time perspective. Autonomous support from parents can lead high school students to actively focus on the future, thus incorporating future expectations into their cognition, attitudes, and behaviors, which can motivate them to pursue and achieve their goals (Miao et al., 2021). Second, the influence mechanisms may also be related to their subjective experience of meaning in life. As the basis and starting point for future planning, the meaning in life influences the individual's perception of goals and missions (Steger et al., 2008). Parental autonomy support encourages high school students to make decisions freely, which meets their current psychological developmental needs and thus enhances their sense of meaning in life. The experiential component (having meaning) and the motivational component (seeking meaning) of meaning in life help guide them to establish long-term goals and to work toward those goals.



Parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping

As a new perspective in the field of coping, future-oriented coping is a more proactive and purposive way of coping. According to the ecosystem theory proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1986), the family has the most straightforward and profound influence on the individual. As a positive factor in the family, parental autonomy support refers to the emotional recognition and autonomous decision-making support that individuals receive from their parents (Ryan et al., 2015). It creates the conditions for high school students to grow independently and guides them to establish challenging goals (Weinstein et al., 2012). It also increases their confidence in controlling their surroundings and enables them to take a positive approach to prevent or cope with stressful events, i.e., enhancing future-oriented coping ability (Luo et al., 2014).

Previous research shows that parental autonomy support affects coping styles among high school students (Seiffge-Krenke and Pakalniskiene, 2011; Peng et al., 2020). However, the impact of parental autonomy support on future-oriented coping and its internal mechanisms remain to be explored. Thus, we formulated the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis H1: Parental autonomy support positively affects future-oriented coping.



Future time perspective and meaning in life as the possible mediators


The mediating role of future time perspective

Future time perspective is the individuals' awareness of future time and planning for future events. It can guide individuals' behavior through future goals and rewards (Zimbardo and Boyd, 1999; He et al., 2019). Social cognitive theory suggests that the environment indirectly affects individuals' behavior through cognitive factors (Bandura, 1986). It is inferred that the effect of parental autonomy support on future-oriented coping may arise by changing individuals' perceptions of future time. On the one hand, parental autonomy support can, in part, enhance personal growth initiatives, enabling individuals to think proactively about the future and improve their future time perspective. The important role of parental autonomy support in future time perspective was confirmed by the study of Cheng and Wang (2012). On the other hand, the cognitive-dynamic effect of future time perspective can motivate high school students to break through the time barrier by influencing their outcome expectations and value assessments. This enables them to accurately perceive potential future stressors and take timely action in response. Song et al. (2013) believed that individuals with future time perspectives have clearer and more explicit perceptions of future time, which can enhance individuals' expectations and motivation for future goals. It is inferred that parental autonomy support can enhance individuals' future-oriented coping ability by enhancing their future time perspective. Thus, we hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis H2: Future time perspective mediates the relationship between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping.



The mediating role of meaning in life

The meaning in life refers to the individual's perception of the meaning, value of the current life, the pursuit of the meaning, and purpose of the future life (Steger et al., 2008). It is an important guarantee for the psychological function of the individual to work normally (Yu and Deng, 2019). It includes two dimensions: the presence of meaning and the search for meaning. Presence of meaning means that the individual realizes that their life matters; the search for meaning concerns the extent to which individuals seek meaning in their lives (Steger et al., 2006). According to self-determination theory, perceived environmental support satisfies individuals' autonomy, competence, and relational needs, which contribute to maintaining individual internal and external motivation and fostering individual self-determined behavior (Ryan and Deci, 2000; Deci and Ryan, 2008; Liu et al., 2020) Parental autonomy support creates a supportive environment for high school students, which in part, meets their primary current needs and thus enhances their meaning in lives (Lambert et al., 2013). It has been shown that parental autonomy support is positively correlated with meaning in life (Luo and He, 2020; Shek et al., 2021). Furthermore, the increased meaning in life makes high school students actively focus on the future and proactively accumulate resources to cope with future stressors (Luo and He, 2020). Research has found that meaning in life plays an important role in enhancing individuals' future-oriented coping (Sougleris and Ranzijn, 2011; Miao et al., 2017b; Miao and Gan, 2021). Thus, the following hypothesis is offered:

Hypothesis H3: Meaning in life mediates the relationship between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping.



Integration of the two mechanisms

Previous studies on future time perspective and meaning in life are scarce. It is unknown whether the two variables act in parallel or serially. On the one hand, high school students adopt future-oriented coping behaviors not necessarily because they have a clear and definite perception of the future but because they are able to perceive purpose and value in their lives. From this perspective, the parallel mediating role of future time perspective and meaning in life may be present in the relationship between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping. On the other hand, according to the socioemotional selectivity theory, individuals with higher future time perspectives have clear goals, self-perceptions, and judgments, which enable them to positively assess self-worth (Xu et al., 2021), this allows high school students to feel the meaning and value in life to an extent and to actively seek a purpose in life. In other words, the future time perspective has the functions of guidance, motivation, and direction, which can prompt individuals to think about the meaning in life. From this perspective, the serial mediating role of future time perspective and meaning in life may be present in the relationship between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping among high school students.

Li et al. (2016) argue that parallel and serial mediations have different implications. If parallel mediation is confirmed, our interventions in either future time perspective or meaning in life help to strengthen the positive effects of parental autonomy support on future-oriented coping among high school students, and the effects of intervening in both simultaneously are more significant. If serial mediation is confirmed, we can intervene on distal factors (future time perspective) to influence the entire pathway from parental autonomy support to future-oriented coping. The existing literature does not clearly show the relationship between future time perspective and meaning in life. Therefore, we only perform an exploratory analysis of this relationship without making specific assumptions for the moment.

In summary, based on the ecosystem theory, self-determination theory, and social cognition theory, this study focused on the relationship between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping among high school students and the mediating effects of future time perspective and meanings in life in it. The specific conceptual model is shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.





Materials and methods


Participants and procedures

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the School of Psychology, Guizhou Normal University, and the ethical approval reference number is GZNUPSY.No2021M (009). The informed consent was provided by all students. Participants were recruited from a high school located in Zunyi City, Guizhou Province, China. A total of 863 questionnaires were distributed, and after eliminating invalid questionnaires, such as incomplete information, patterned responses to questions, or too many missing values, 707 valid questionnaires were obtained. The participant effectiveness rate was 81.92%. The demographic survey results showed that the participants included 332 boys (46.96%) and 375 girls (53.04%); the age range was 15–18 years (15.95 ± 0.80); there were 506 urban students (71.57%) and 201 rural students (28.43%). There were 191 only children (27.02%) and 516 non-only children (72.98%).



Measures
 
Parental autonomy support

Parental autonomy support was measured using the Parental Autonomy Support Scale developed by Wang et al. (2007) and translated into Chinese by Tang et al. (2013). The Chinese version has shown good reliability in measuring parental autonomy support among Chinese students (e.g., Deng et al., 2021; Peng et al., 2021). This scale has 12 items (e.g., My parents let me plan what I want to do), rated on a 5-point scale (from 1 “totally disagree” to 5 “totally agree”). Total scores for the 12 items were calculated and higher scores indicated higher levels of parental autonomy support. The Cronbach's α coefficient was 0.86.



Meaning in life

Meaning in life was evaluated using the Meaning in Life Scale developed by Steger et al. (2006) and revised by Wang (2013). The Chinese version has shown good reliability in measuring meaning in life among Chinese students (e.g., Wei et al., 2021; Zhang L. L. et al., 2021). The scale has 10 items across two dimensions: the presence of meaning (e.g., I understand the meaning of my life) and search for meaning (e.g., I am searching for the meaning of my life). Items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 “totally disagree” to 7 “totally agree”). The total score of the 10 items was calculated, with higher scores indicating a stronger sense of meaning in life. The Cronbach's α coefficient was 0.71.



Future time perspective

Future time perspective was assessed using the Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory (ZTPI) developed by Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) and revised by Wang (2016). The Chinese version has shown good reliability in measuring future time perspectives among Chinese residents (e.g., He et al., 2019). The scale has 5 items (e.g., I can usually complete the plan on time orderly), rated on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 “totally disagree” to 5 “totally agree”). The total score of the 5 items was calculated and the higher the score, the stronger the future time perspective. The Cronbach's α coefficient was 0.79.



Future-oriented coping

Future-oriented coping was measured by the Future-Oriented Coping Scale (the Proactive Coping Inventory; PCI) developed by Greenglass et al. (1999) and revised by Gan et al. (2007). The Chinese version has shown good reliability in measuring future-oriented coping among Chinese students (e.g., Feng et al., 2015; Miao and Gan, 2021). The scale has 16 items across two dimensions: preventive coping (e.g., I will learn useful skills for future emergencies) and proactive coping (e.g., I like to overcome difficulties and meet challenges). Items were rated on a 6-point Likert scale (from 1 “totally disagree” to 6 “totally agree”). The total score of the 16 items was calculated and the higher the score, the stronger the future-oriented coping. The Cronbach's α coefficient was 0.86.




Data analysis

SPSS 25.0 was used for common method bias tests, descriptive statistics, and correlation analysis, and Mplus 8.0 was used for structural equation model testing.




Results


Test for common method bias

To reduce common method bias due to participant self-report, this study controlled for it procedurally and statistically, as suggested by scholars (Zhou and Long, 2004). Procedurally, data of the four variables were collected at two-time points. Statistically, the common method bias was estimated with the Harman one-way test. The results showed that there were 9 factors with characteristic roots >1, with the first factor explaining 22.94% of the variability. This result did not exceed the 40% threshold. To ensure the reliability of the results, all items were considered as one factor, and a confirmatory factor analysis was performed. The results showed a poor model fit [χ2/df = 8.26, comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.48, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) = 0.46, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.10, and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.11]. All of the above results indicated that the common method bias was not serious in this study.



Means, SDs, and correlations between variables

The means, SDs, and the correlation coefficient of each variable are shown in Table 1. There were significant positive correlations between parental autonomy support, meaning in life, future time perspective, and future-oriented coping.


TABLE 1 Means, SDs, and correlations between variables.
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Mediation analyses

Since there were unidimensional and multidimensional scales in the study, item parceling was applied to a unidimensional scale according to the recommendations of Wu and Wen (2011). Specifically, the contiguity method in the factorial algorithm method (i.e., packing items with similar factor loadings) was used to package the items of parental autonomy support into three indicators for structural equation modeling. Moreover, future-oriented coping was considered as a latent variable, measured by proactive coping and preventive coping in the current study (see y1 and y2 in Figure 2).


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Multiple mediation effect model. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.01.


The parallel-mediated and serial-mediated models of future time perspective and meaning in life in parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping were examined by comparing the nested models. The results showed that all fit indices of the parallel and serial mediation were good (see Table 2). The two models differed significantly (Δχ2 = 24.62, Δdf = 1, p < 0.001). Lin and Hou (1995) believed that Δχ2 was significant, indicating a significant difference in the fit of the two models, in which case, the complex path (smaller df) was superior; The Δχ2 was not significant, indicating that the two models fit similarly, in which case, the simpler path (larger df) was superior. Therefore, the serial mediation model was the best model in this study.


TABLE 2 Parallel and chain mediation model fitting index.
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According to the Bootstrap test procedure, the data were resampled 5,000 times, enabling the size of each mediating effect to be calculated at a 95% confidence interval (CI). The results showed (see Figure 2) that parental autonomy support, future time perspective, and meaning in life all positively predicted future-oriented coping (β = 0.14, p < 0.05; β = 0.34, p < 0.001; β = 0.27, p < 0.01). Hypothesis 1 was verified. Parental autonomy support positively predicted future time perspective and meaning in life (β = 0.29, p < 0.001; β = 0.30, p < 0.001). Future time perspective significantly positively predicted the meaning in life (β = 0.28, p < 0.001). This suggests that parental autonomy support influences future-oriented coping through serial mediation of future time perspective and meaning in life.

As shown in Table 3, the mediated effect size for the path of parental autonomy support → future time perspective → future-oriented coping is 0.10. Hypothesis 2 was verified. The mediated effect size for the path of parental autonomy support → meaning in life → future-oriented coping was 0.08. Hypothesis 3 was verified. The mediated effect size for the path of parental autonomy support → future time perspective → meaning in life → future-oriented coping was 0.02. The total effect size was 0.34.


TABLE 3 The mediating effects of future time perspective and meaning in life.
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Discussion

The present study delineated associations between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping, as well as the mediating role of future time perspective and meaning in life. Results showed that parental autonomy support was positively correlated with future-oriented coping. Additionally, future time perspective and meaning in life partially mediated the relationships between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping. Further, future time perspective and meaning in life mediated the relationship between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping sequentially.


Theoretical implications

The study found that parental autonomy support significantly positively predicted future-oriented coping of high school students. The results are consistent with previous studies (Seiffge-Krenke and Pakalniskiene, 2011; Chen et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2019; Peng et al., 2020). This finding enriched the research on future-oriented coping and validated the unique significance of parental autonomy support in the enhancing future-oriented coping of high school students. There are several possible explanations for this finding. Firstly, as a positive parenting style, parental autonomy support creates a favorable external environment for high school students and gives them opportunities and conditions for independent growth, which facilitates high school students' ability to make independent choices and decisions, thus enhancing their ability of future-oriented coping. Secondly, parental autonomy support emphasizes appropriate moral support and psychological relief for high school students, which enhances their confidence in taking control surroundings; stimulates their internal motivation to actively plan for the future; and motivates them to adopt a positive approach to prevent or cope with potential stressors. Therefore, the more parental autonomy support, the better the future-oriented coping among high school students.

Parental autonomy support enhanced future-oriented coping through a continuous mediating role of future time perspective and meaning in life. Firstly, parental autonomy support enhances the future-oriented coping skills of high school students by improving future time perspectives. This result is similar to the findings of previous studies (Liu et al., 2009; Cheng and Wang, 2012). Parental autonomy support creates a harmonious family atmosphere for high school students. In such surroundings, high school students tend to think that the future is bright and therefore look forward to the endless possibilities of future development. At the same time, the future time perspective motivates high school students to proactively accumulate a variety of resources to enhance their future-oriented coping skills. This is in line with Pang et al.'s (2014) view of the nature of future-oriented coping as a motivational property of future time perspective.

Secondly, parental autonomy support enhances the future-oriented coping of high school students by increasing the meaning in life. This is similar to the findings of previous studies (Xiang and Hou, 2013; Zhang Y. et al., 2021). An environment of parental autonomy support can reduce the stress of high school students, enabling them to feel emotionally identified and allowing their current psychological needs to be met (Deci and Ryan, 1987). This all enhances the meaning in life for them. Increased meaning in life can motivate high school students to broaden their perspective into the future, focusing on future stress coping and establishing long-term goals.

Finally, parental autonomy support enhanced future-oriented coping through a continuous mediating role of future time perspective and meaning in life. Specifically, an environment of parental autonomy support boosts the cognitive, emotional experiences, and behavioral dispositions for the future of high school students, which enables them to maintain a more positive attitude toward the future and thus motivates them to actively pursue the meaning of life (Luo, 2021). At the same time, meaning in life as an adaptive function in the future perspective is integration across time. It enables individuals to extend their perspective from the present to the future and actively focus on future life and long-term goals, thus adopting future-oriented coping behavior (Leontiev, 2013; Roy et al., 2013). This finding clarifies the action mechanism of future time perspective and meaning in life between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping. However, due to the low effect size of the serial mediation model, it is necessary to be cautious when applying it to explain or design intervention programs.

The present study extends the scope of research on future-oriented coping. Most previous studies have focused on past or current stressful events or assessed coping categories (e.g., positive and negative coping and approach and avoidance coping). Following the goals of positive psychology regarding the development of personal potential and the promotion of personal fulfillment, this study explored future-oriented coping and highlights its positive effects on the future life of individuals.



Practical implications

Firstly, this study suggests that parents should encourage high school students to prepare for potential future events and provide them with appropriate assistance to reduce the negative impact of the event. Secondly, parents should guide their children to focus on the future, enhancing their awareness of the future time and planning future goals. These future goals can increase the future-oriented coping styles of high school students and keep them moving closer to their life goals. Finally, parents should strengthen life education for their children to make them feel the meaning and value in life and enhance their longing and hope for the future. Especially when negative events (such as the new crown epidemic) occur, parents need to help them actively construct meaning in life so that they can actively focus and think about the future.




Limitations and future research

There are some limitations to this study. First, this study used cross-sectional data, which were insufficient to reveal the causal relationship between parental autonomy support and future-oriented coping. Future research could explore their relationship deeply using other methods, such as longitudinal surveys or diary methods. Second, the study sample was insufficiently representative and generalizable. Future studies could use multisource sampling. Finally, the study only tested the mediating effect of future time perspective and meaning in life, but there may be other mediating factors that could be further explored in future studies.



Conclusion

In conclusion, this study demonstrated that parental autonomy support positively predicted future-oriented coping in high school students and also enhanced future-oriented coping through serial mediation of future time perspective and meaning in life. The findings provide a reference for enhancing the future-oriented coping of high school students.
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