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Background: The time spent with parents is a crucial factor in the growth of children, and children's well-being is an important indicator of their mental health.

Methods: To promote the children's well-being, this study, which is relying on the data from the 2017 China Time Use Survey (CTUS), explores the relationship between parental time and children's well-being and specific influencing factors.

Results: The more time parents spent with children, the higher their children's well-being will be (coefficient 0.1020, p < 0.01). The life and leisure time parents spent with children promoted children's well-being (coefficient 0.1020, p < 0.01). The life and leisure time the mother spent with children (coefficient 0.1030, p < 0.05) the life and leisure time (coefficient 0.1790, p < 0.05) and the educational interactions time the father spent with children (coefficient 0.3630, p < 0.10) positively affected children's well-being. The influence of the time parents spent with children on children's well-being was heterogeneous based on their children's academic performance.

Conclusions: Parental accompaniment is an important determinant of children's well-being. Family education, guidance services, and mental health services should be strengthened, and it is necessary to improve the time spent with children and to pay attention to individual differences in children.
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1. Introduction

Children conceptualize well-being as positive experiences in their life (Vujcic et al., 2019). Many studies have demonstrated the cognitive ability of children to think meaningfully about their subjective well-being; positive and negative effects are key components of children's well-being (Savahl et al., 2021). Parents remain one of the important factors influencing children's well-being (Rees and Dinisman, 2015; Fallesen and Ghler, 2019). Parents are the main participants in children's lives, and the main goal for parents is to establish an active caregiver role among their children (Rafferty et al., 2020). In the parent–child relationship, parents' emotional warmth can not only provide a positive emotional atmosphere to the child but also play a positive role in the psychological regulation of their child (Liu et al., 2022). Children need parents' care, seek unconditional acceptance, and recognition (Thoilliez, 2011); parents need to ensure an active and healthy life, and an optimistic future for children (Park et al., 2022). In families, parents invest financial and emotional resources to promote the well-being of their children (Mínguez, 2019). However, in practice, parents' contribution to the family is more focused on investing time in work to provide financial support to the family, with less attention to the impact of companionship and insufficient attention to children's emotional needs, which could result in barriers to growth for children. The companionship of parents brought closer connections between parents and children (Chi et al., 2019), and children also had the need for parental companionship and emotional interaction. This study, therefore, focused on the following issues: first, observing the effect of time spent with children on children's well-being from the perspective of parental time. Second, the study analyzed the difference in the amount of time children spend with fathers and mothers and the difference in the effect on children's well-being in terms of the division of parental roles. Finally, this study further analyzed whether the effect of time spent by parents with their children on the children's well-being differs according to children's academic performance.


1.1. The quality of parental companionship and the children's well-being

The need for group family activities and family experiences with parental involvement were a source of well-being for children (Maftei et al., 2020). Companionship with parents enabled children to express their thoughts and feelings freely and reduced children's negative attitudes (Jimenez et al., 2019); more frequent interaction with parents promotes well-being (Savahl et al., 2019; Nie et al., 2020). More time spent with children translated into higher children's well-being (Gugl and Welling, 2011). It was not only the frequency of time that mattered but also how the time was spent and the quality of the time. When the quality of time was not high, the quality of the parent–child relationship was lower (Roeters et al., 2010). The time spent with children should be high quality interaction, and more quality interactions were associated with greater success (Milkie et al., 2010). Children who were actively accompanied were more likely to have a high sense of well-being in life (McAuley et al., 2012; Carvalho et al., 2021).

The benefits to children were obvious when parents took the best care of them (Bonke and Greve, 2012). Children who had positive parent–child relationships and were sufficiently loved were likely to be happier (Güngör et al., 2019). The quality of time spent together significantly influenced parental childcare outcomes, and high-quality time spent together had a positive impact on all types of parenting (Kalenkoski and Foster, 2008). High-quality time focused on positive communication (Vaterlaus et al., 2019). Children with parents who were willing to create joy and emotionally warm companionship tend to develop a healthy well-adjusted personality with a high index of well-being (Fan et al., 2020). If a child had a poor relationship with their parents, the probability of physical problems would increase (Hagquist, 2016). When parents lack quality companionship, children's character development was difficult to achieve and sustain (Gahramanov et al., 2019). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis H1:

H1: The longer the parental presence, the higher the children's well-being.



1.2. Parent–child relationship quality and its relationship with child adjustment

Most of the literature on the relationship between parent characteristics and performances and child adjustment has focused on the quality of that parent–child relationship. Parental socialization referred to the process by which parents transmitted their habits and values of the culture of origin so that the child could adopt an adequate functioning within the culture to which he or she belongs (Maccoby and Martin, 1983; Martinez-Escudero et al., 2020; Climent-Galarza et al., 2022). One of the first models that emerged about parental socialization was Baumrind (1968) Y model. This model proposed three parental styles: authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive (Baumrind, 1971), which corresponded to three modes of parental control, authoritative control, authoritarian control, and lack of control (i.e., permissive control) (Baumrind, 1968).

The model that has had the greatest impact and that has given rise to most of the research on parenting was the two-dimensional model of Maccoby and Martin (1983). According to this model, parents used two independent dimensions to socialize with their children and relate to them. These parenting dimensions were warmth and strictness (Maccoby and Martin, 1983; Lamborn et al., 1991; Darling and Steinberg, 1993; Garcia and Gracia, 2009; Martinez et al., 2020; Martínez et al., 2021; Queiroz et al., 2020; Climent-Galarza et al., 2022; Fuentes et al., 2022; Gimenez-Serrano et al., 2022; Palacios et al., 2022).

Parental warmth was the extent to which the parents showed the children love, approval, acceptance, and affection, and giving them their support (Gimenez-Serrano et al., 2022), establishing sensitivity, affection of parents when dealing with their children, the quality of the dialogue they engaged in Climent-Galarza et al. (2022), communication and reasoning with them (Martínez et al., 2019; Martinez et al., 2020), and communication using inductive reasoning (Darling and Steinberg, 1993; Palacios et al., 2022). Other labels used in the literature to refer to parental warmth were responsiveness, involvement, acceptance or implication (Darling and Steinberg, 1993; Garcia and Gracia, 2014; Martinez et al., 2020), or affection (Martinez-Escudero et al., 2020).

Parental strictness was the extent to which parents used discipline toward their children, controlled and/or supervised their behavior (Gimenez-Serrano et al., 2022), established norms for children's behavior, maintained a position of authority (Baumrind, 1991b; Darling and Steinberg, 1993), placed demands on children to promote compliance (i.e., the degree of imposition, authority, or rigidity) (Climent-Galarza et al., 2022), physical and/or verbal coercion, and demanding attitudes (Lamborn et al., 1991; Martínez et al., 2021; Palacios et al., 2022). Other labels used in the literature to refer to parental strictness were demandingness (Palacios et al., 2022), control, firmness (Darling and Steinberg, 1993; Steinberg, 2005), imposition (Martinez-Escudero et al., 2020), or supervision (Garcia et al., 2020). In summary, this may mean that different parental styles were accompanied by different companionship activities.

According to Maccoby and Martin's model, the two main parenting dimensions (i.e., warmth and strictness) combined and gave rise to four parental styles: authoritarian (strictness but not warmth), authoritative (strictness and warmth), indulgent (warmth but not strictness), and neglectful (neither strictness nor warmth) (Maccoby and Martin, 1983; Darling and Steinberg, 1993; Chen et al., 2016; Acar et al., 2017; Garcia et al., 2020; Perez-Gramaje et al., 2020; Queiroz et al., 2020; Villarejo et al., 2020; Climent-Galarza et al., 2022; Fuentes et al., 2022; Gimenez-Serrano et al., 2022; Palacios et al., 2022).

A vital aspect in the literature on parental socialization was which parental characteristics in their relationship with their children (parenting dimensions or parental style) were associated with better child adjustment in different cultural contexts. Classical studies conducted in Anglo–Saxon contexts with European–American samples (mostly white middle-class families) stated that the combination of parental warmth and parental strictness together (i.e., authoritative style) was related to the best child psychosocial adjustment (Baumrind, 1991a; Lamborn et al., 1991; Steinberg et al., 1991, 1994; Darling and Steinberg, 1993); however, this combination was not always associated with the best child psychosocial adjustment in all cultural contexts. Other studies conducted in ethnic minority groups in the United States, such as Chinese Americans (Chao, 2001) or African Americans (Deater-Deckard et al., 1996), and Arab societies (Dwairy and Achoui, 2006), stated that parental strictness without parental warmth (i.e., authoritarian style) was associated with the best child adjustment.

Contrary to classical studies, the most recent evidence conducted in European and Latin American countries supported the idea that parental warmth without parental strictness (i.e., indulgent style) was associated with the best child psychosocial adjustment, such as self-concept (Garcia et al., 2018, 2020; Garcia and Serra, 2019; Martinez-Escudero et al., 2020; Perez-Gramaje et al., 2020; Gimenez-Serrano et al., 2021, 2022; Fuentes et al., 2022; Palacios et al., 2022), empathy (Fuentes et al., 2022), satisfaction with life (Gimenez-Serrano et al., 2022), and psychosocial maturity (Garcia and Serra, 2019), which was a protective factor for both traditional bullying and cyberbullying victimization (Martínez et al., 2019). Children raised by warm but non-strict parents also show lower levels of child maladjustment, such as aggressiveness, emotional instability, behavioral problems (Garcia and Gracia, 2009; Garcia and Serra, 2019; Villarejo et al., 2020; Gimenez-Serrano et al., 2022), nervousness and hostile sexism (Gimenez-Serrano et al., 2022), and negative self-efficacy (Palacios et al., 2022). Similar to parenting style, the role of parents themselves could also have an impact on children's well-being. Parents spent different amounts of time depending on the type of activity the child was doing (Renk et al., 2003), with mothers spending more time with children (Cha and Song, 2016). This may mean that children became more accustomed to their mothers' care and therefore had a lower impact on well-being (Craig, 2006). Children were happier with their fathers, while mothers were more demanding of their children. Therefore, we propose hypothesis H2 as follows:

H2: The children's well-being is more influenced by the father's companionship than by the mother's companionship.

In summary, existing studies have focused on the impact of parenting on children's well-being. This provides a theoretical basis for examining the effect of parental companionship on children's well-being. Nevertheless, studies on the time parents spend with children and children's well-being left important research gaps. To further explore the factors of companionship that affect children's well-being, we addressed this issue from a time-use perspective. In addition, the roles of mothers and fathers differed in the formulation and implementation of norms (Vanassche et al., 2012). However, the existing literature was inadequate in discussing the delineation of parents' roles in spending time with their children. To address this gap in knowledge, by relying on China Time Use Survey (CTUS) data, this study used objective and specific data on parents' time spent with their children to show the relationship between the time with children and children's well-being. More specifically, we assessed (1) the relationship between the time parents spent with children and children's well-being, (2) whether there was a difference in the time and influence of the father's and mother's division, and (3) whether this difference was heterogeneous depending on the children's academic performance.




2. Data and methods


2.1. Data and participants

A time use survey could show the time spent by individuals in various activities over 24 h. These various activities cover all human activities and do not overlap with each other. From the perspective of time utilization, this approach could intuitively and reliably reflect an individual's response to a certain event and the degree of importance.

Two time use surveys were carried out in China. The first survey was conducted in 2008, and the 2017 CTUS was the most recent survey (Liang and Ji, 2020). The survey subjects were all family members at least 3 years of age from urban and rural sample households in 29 provinces in mainland China. The sample households were randomly selected from ~40,000 sample households in the 2017 China Household Finance Survey, including ~12,000 households. At the time of the survey, the interviewer was asked to interview each member of the sample household face-to-face whenever possible, and another member of the household could answer on his or her behalf when the respondent was younger than 12 years of age. Each respondent was required to complete a 24-h (4:00 a.m. the day before the survey to 4:00 a.m. the day of the survey) time log with a minimum time interval of 10 min (Du et al., 2019).

This study excluded related transportation activities and waiting time while parents engaged in activities with children. In categorizing the types of companionship, based on existing literature, questionnaire design, and research needs, activities such as taking care of children's life and leisure time together were defined as life and leisure time, and tutoring children with homework, studying with children, reading with children and related activities, waiting, and other educational activities were defined as educational interactive time. See Table 1 for the specific classification and explanation. This study chose a sample of typical 1-day responses, excluding the contingency of the time arrangement, and the subjects were between 7 and 16 years of age. To ensure that each father and mother has spent time with their child, this study included families of three with both parents, and the total number of matched children's samples was 515.


TABLE 1 Specific classification of parental companionship activities.
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2.2. Measures

The indicator for measuring well-being in this article comes from the respondent's answer to the survey question “In general, do you feel well-being now?” The questionnaire uses a 5-point Likert scale. Based on previous research (Du et al., 2020), we divided the responses into 5 categories, where 5 denoted excellent and 1 denoted poor.

The independent variable in this article was the time (in hours) parents spent with children, which referred to the total time parents spent on care activities for children in various aspects of life, study, etc.

The index used in this article to measure health was derived from the answer of “How was your current physical condition?” The indicator for measuring sleep quality in this article came from the answer to “How did you sleep last night?” The questionnaire used a 5-point Likert scale. According to the questionnaire setup, we divided the responses into 5 categories, in which 5 denoted excellent and 1 denoted poor. The index used in this article to measure academic performance was derived from the answer to “Your overall academic performance in this class was at?” The academic performance was set as a dichotomous variable, and those who answered “poor,” “below average” and “average” were the group with worse academic performance and were assigned a value of 0 and those who answered “above average” and “excellent” showed better academic performance and were assigned a value of 1. In summary, the control variables in this study included household income, academic performance, sleep quality, gender, age, urban and rural living status, ethnicity, and physical health, and they were used to provide personal and family information regarding demographic characteristics, resources, and time availability. The information for each variable is shown in Table 2.


TABLE 2 Identification and specific operations of various variables.
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2.3. Plan of analysis

Since the dependent variable is a multi-categorical variable, the independent variable was a combination of multiple factors that may affect the dependent variable, and the data type of most variables was mainly categorical data, showing a discrete state. Therefore, the ordered logistic model research method was more applicable.




3. Results


3.1. Sample characteristics

Participants' individual social characteristics are summarized in Table 3. Among the 515 participants, 221 of them (44%) were men and 294 (556%) were women; 474 (92%) out of 515 participants were the Han nationality and 41 (8%) were others; 421 (82%) out of 515 participants were living in an urban area and 94 (18%) were living in a rural area. The well-being per individual was 3.8932, the average time spent with children was 1.0509 h, the average family income was RMB¥ 118,344, the average physical condition was 4.1845, the average sleep quality was 4.2311, and the average academic performance score was 0.5728. See Table 3 for details.


TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics of each variable.
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3.2. Ordered logistic models
 
3.2.1. Time spent with children and children's well-being

The correlation between the time parents spent with children and children's well-being and the marginal effect were tested with the ordered logistic model. The specific model estimation results are shown in Table 4. Table 4 shows the results of regressing the total time parents spent with children on children's well-being. The results indicated that the regression coefficient was >0, that was, the more time parents spent with children, the higher their children's well-being. The marginal effect indicated that, for every additional hour of companionship, the probability of below-average well-being was reduced by 0.21%, the probability of average well-being was reduced by 1.68%, the probability of above-average well-being was increased by 0.31%, and the probability of having excellent well-being was increased by 1.62%. In other words, as the time the parents accompanied increased, the well-being of children was transformed from poor changes to excellent changes. See Table 4 for details.


TABLE 4 Results of regressing the time parents spend with children on children's well-being.
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3.2.2. Different types of companionship and parental roles in relation to children's well-being

Table 5 shows that the average time that parents spent with their children in life and leisure was 0.6385 h, and the average time in educational interaction was 0.4124 h. Mothers spent an average of 0.4718 h with their children on activities related to life and leisure, and they spent 0.3139 h on educational interactions. The corresponding values for fathers were 0.1666 h on life and leisure activities and 0.0984 h on educational interactions. See Table 5 for details.


TABLE 5 Descriptive statistics for different types of time spend with children and different parental roles.

[image: Table 5]

This study further examines the effect of the different roles of parents on children's well-being, as shown in Table 6. Model 1 was the regression of the total time that parents spent on life and leisure and education interactions in relation to children's well-being. The results showed that the more time they spent on life and leisure activities with children, the higher the children's well-being was, but the relationship between educational interaction time and children's well-being was not significant. Model 2 was the regression of the time mothers spent with children on life and leisure activities and educational interactions in relation to children's well-being. The results showed a positive correlation between life and leisure time and well-being, but the relationship with educational interaction was not significant. Model 3 was the regression of the time fathers spent on life and leisure and education interactions in relation to children's well-being. The results demonstrated that children's well-being improved when fathers spent time with their children in life and leisure activities and educational interactions. See Table 6 for details.


TABLE 6 Regression results of different types of companionship and parental division of labor on children's well-being.

[image: Table 6]




3.3. Heterogeneity analysis

Children's well-being hinges on their perceived ability to do well in school (Chang et al., 2015). Therefore, the learning environment may be an important factor that affected their perception of how much time parents spend with them. Our study analyzed the differences stemming from children's different learning situations from the perspectives of stages of learning and academic performance.

Models 4 and 5 divided the total sample into primary school and middle school, and the numbers of children in each model were 289 and 226, respectively. The results showed that greater amounts of time spent with children had a positive effect on the well-being of primary school and middle school children.

Models 6 and 7 were divided into samples of children with worse and better academic performance, and the numbers were 220 and 295, respectively. The results showed that, for children with the worst academic performance, the time parents spent with their children did not improve their well-being and that better academic performing children preferred spending time with parents. See Table 7 for details.


TABLE 7 Heterogeneity regression results of time spent with children on children's well-being.
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4. Discussion

Our study aimed to discover the effect of the time parents spend with children on children's well-being in China. Different from previous studies, we used time to measure parental companionship. The results showed that the time parents spent with children could improve children's well-being. Fathers spent less time with children than mothers, both in terms of time spent on life and leisure and educational interactive time. Fathers' time spent in educational interactions had a significant effect on children's well-being. Further subsample regressions found that children's academic performance was a significant factor influencing the impact of the time parents spent with children on children's well-being.

Our findings suggested that the more time parents spent with their children, the higher their well-being. This was consistent with previous studies (Mínguez, 2019). This may be due to the fact that children needed emotional support from their parents and that parents had an important influence on the emotional and psychological health of their children (Güngör et al., 2019). The more time parents spent with children, the more family warmth the children experienced. Parents transmitted positive or negative emotions to their children in their interactions (Fischer et al., 2021). The way and type of time parents spent with their children influenced children's well-being (Fallesen and Ghler, 2019). However, there were studies that suggested that improving the quality of companionship could facilitate parent–child relationships (Roeters et al., 2010). What may be important for children was not only the amount of time spent with them but also the quality of companionship.

On the type of parental companionship, consistent with previous studies (Renk et al., 2003), parents spent more time with their children's life and leisure than they did in educational interactive time. A further division of parental roles found that mothers spent more time with their children than fathers, both in life and leisure time and educational interactive time. Previous studies have shown that, despite long work hours, fathers could still make time for their children (Coles et al., 2017), and the father's companionship time increased more than the mother's (Cano, 2019). However, in most cases, mothers spent too much of their free time supervising their children, while fathers engaged in non-child-related activities (Pablo and Joan, 2018) and mothers provided the majority of childcare services (Lawrence et al., 2019). The greater the father's educational interaction time, the higher the children's well-being, whereas the mother's educational interaction time had no significant effect on children's well-being. This may be because fathers may have more choices in the educational interactions they did with their children (Renk et al., 2003). Fathers chose activities that were more meaningful to them and less energy-demanding (Roeters and Gracia, 2016). Fathers' time spent on educational interactions had a positive impact on all types of parenting (Kalenkoski and Foster, 2008). Fathers would choose the more enjoyable aspects of companionship, and mothers may make higher demands from children (Craig, 2006). Thus, the more time spent in educational interactions, the children did not necessarily have a higher sense of happiness. Time spent on educational interactions was more likely to increase children' well-being than time spent on life and leisure (Thomsen, 2015; Roeters and Gracia, 2016), and attention should be paid to the type of educational interaction.

Our findings showed that, the more time parents spent with their children, whether primary or middle school children, the higher the children's well-being. For children with worse academic performance, the time parents spent with children did not increase their well-being, and the more time parents spent with children, the higher the children's well-being with better academic performance. Chinese parents had high expectations for their children's education (Tong et al., 2020). Children with worse academic performance may tend to have some time to themselves, but they do not want to be without their parents for long periods (Lewis et al., 2008). This may also be because a neglectful educational style that lacks emotional communication and demands could hinder a children's academic development (Yang and Zhao, 2020). In this case, parents should pay regular attention to their needs and actively accompany them in their studies (Zheng and Hu, 2021).



5. Conclusion

This study was the first to find out the effect of parental companionship on children's well-being from the perspective of time use. “Don't let children lose at the starting line” has become the consensus of Chinese parents. Paying attention to the growth of children was the “number one task” for parents. However, there were some misunderstandings in carrying out this task, such as attaching importance to economic investment in the growth of children, lacking awareness of the effects of spending time with parents, and the effect of interaction with parents and children on children's well-being. According to the results of this study, children demonstrated positive emotions when parents spent time with them and increasing that time was the key to improving children's well-being. In particular, the types of time parents spent with children and the division of parental roles had different effects on children's well-being and children prefer life and leisure time and prefer to be with their fathers. Some fathers did take on co-parenting, sharing the various tasks equally with mothers, while others conformed to the “absent father” stereotype and participated very little in the activities covered in our questionnaire (Monteiro et al., 2009). In this sense, fathers should find more time to be with their children in activities to promote children's well-being. In addition, children of different groups were affected differently by the time parents spent with their children, and more attention needs to be devoted to the differing needs of children. The time spent with children could be improved in the following ways. It was necessary to provide family guidance and education services, explore the implementation of “Home office” and other public policies, and coordinate family education services and children's mental health services. The time spent with children should be improved. “Everything has to do with children” (Bouma et al., 2019) was the theme of family activities. In particular, fathers should take on more family companionship functions. We should also pay attention to the individual needs of children and demonstrate more empathy for them. Children had their own independent thinking needs (López-Pérez and Fernández-Castilla, 2017). Parents should pursue an optimal division of labor in the family and exert less control but participate more in children's growth (Garcia Mendoza et al., 2019), providing more effective empathy and companionship. Therefore, future studies should focus more on the effect of the quality of parental companionship on children's well-being and whether this effect varies by parental role and type of companionship.



6. Limitations

An important limitation of the study was that the quality of the parent–child relationship was not taken into account. When a parent spends a given number of hours with their child, the parent may be hitting the children, yelling at them, giving them a hug, listening to a child's problem, and supporting them, among others. It would be reductionist to consider only the amount of time parents and children spend together and forget the quality of that relationship. The quality, rather than the quantity of time spent with the child, has an impact on the child's adjustment. Lower quality and more time for companionship may not improve children's well-being. Higher-quality companionship included more than just the time parents spent with their children, and it also included the emotional component of time (Vaterlaus et al., 2019). More attention to children and improved quality of companionship could foster parent–child relationships (Roeters et al., 2010). Another limitation of the study is that cross-sectional data do not allow predictions to be made about the impact of the time parents spend with their children on their well-being or to assess changes in parental time use across developmental stages, which should be argued. In addition, owing to limitations of data availability, we were neither able to provide more information on the socioeconomic level of each family nor able to investigate any differences in the function of school type (primary vs. middle school) and academic performance (worse vs. better) on all study variables.
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Life and leisure

‘Taking care of children’s everyday needs

Description

Refers to dressing, ordering stationery, feeding, bathing,
medicine feeding, medical care, etc.

Watching TV with children

Refers to activities that accompany minor family members to
watch TV together.

Playing with children

Refers to accompanying underage family members to
playgrounds, hospitals, schools, and other places for related
activities.

Educational interaction

Tutoring children on their homework

Refers to activities that involve tutoring or supervising minor
family members to complete their academic assignments.

Studying with children Refers to minor family members who accompany them when
they are studying, such as urging their children to study.
Reading with children Refers to accompanying minor family members and involves

reading books, newspapers, magazines, etc. (including paper
and electronic media).

Waiting activities related to caring for
underage family members

Refers to the waiting activities that occur when picking up
‘minor family members, such as waiting for the child when
picking up the child at the school gate and returning home
from school.

Other activities to take care of minor
family members

Refers to activities such as registering for the child,
participating in various activities stipulated by the child’s
school, holding parent meetings, and accompanying the child
to a museum.
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