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Introduction: This study aimed to analyze how authoritative parenting affects behavioral problems among primary, junior high, and secondary high school students. Today, parental educational anxiety and parent–child relationship conflicts are common in China and are resulting in a high incidence of child behavioral problems. High-quality family education is becoming increasingly important in China. This study sought to provide a reference for developing responsive family education services.

Methods: A total of 10,441 parents in Hubei Province, including urban and rural areas, were evaluated using the Parents’ Education Anxiety Questionnaire, Parental Authority Parenting Questionnaire, Parent–Child Relationship Scale, and Self-Made Behavior Problem Scale to determine the internal mechanisms of child behavioral problems in the family system. To make the sample more representative, this study collected data from primary and secondary schools representative of the southeast, northwest, and center of Hubei Province; further, the number of parents involved in each school was controlled at approximately 300 to ensure that the final sample had analytical value.

Results: Educational anxiety directly affected children’s behavioral problems and indirectly affected them through the conflicts between parent and child. This conflict partially mediated educational anxiety and child behavioral problems, and authoritative parenting played a significant regulatory role in this relationship.

Discussion: Higher levels of educational anxiety among parents increased the likelihood of a depressed family environment. This can lead to deteriorating parent–child relationships, which can result in children’s problem behaviors. Parents can address these problems by changing their approach to education and adjusting their emotions accordingly.

Keywords
 authoritative parenting style; educational anxiety; parent–child relationship; behavioral problems; adolescents


1 Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



2 Literature review and hypothesis development


2.1 Educational anxiety and child behavioral problems

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

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

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


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



2.2 Parent–child conflict and child behavioral problems

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

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

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

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


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



2.3 Educational anxiety and parent–child conflict

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

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


Hypothesis 3: Educational anxiety triggers parent–child conflict.

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



2.4 Moderating role of parenting style

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

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


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




3 Materials and methods


3.1 Research tools

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


3.1.1 Parental education anxiety questionnaire

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



3.1.2 Parent–child relationship scale

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



3.1.3 Parental authority questionnaire

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



3.1.4 Self-administered child behavior problem scales

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




3.2 Research object

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



TABLE 1 Basic information derived from the sample.
[image: Table1]



3.3 Data object

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




4 Results

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

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



TABLE 2 Educational anxiety, parent–child relationship, and child behavioral problems.
[image: Table2]

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

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

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

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


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

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



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

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



TABLE 3 Correlations among educational anxiety, parent–child relationship, and child behavioral problems.
[image: Table3]



4.3 Testing the mediating effect of parent–child relationships

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



TABLE 4 The mediating effect of conflict between educational anxiety and child behavioral problems.
[image: Table4]

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



TABLE 5 Decomposition table of total effect, direct effect, and intermediary effect.
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4.4 An adjusted mediating effect test

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



TABLE 6 Adjustment effect test.
[image: Table6]
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FIGURE 1
 Moderating effect of an authoritative parenting style on the relationship between educational anxiety and parent–child conflict.


[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Research model diagram.




TABLE 7 Mediating effect of regulation.
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5 Discussion

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


5.1 Effective social supply

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

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

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



5.2 Schools as the main source of guidance services

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

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

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

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



5.3 Breaking through family dilemmas

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

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

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



5.4 Contributions

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



5.5 Directions for future research

Research on the status of family education should move away from the self-statement scale approach. Regarding the current situation of family education, a direct questionnaire survey of parents may clarify results that may have been distorted due to various factors like social factors. Furthermore, interviews with children, teachers, and other stakeholders can deepen our understanding of family education.
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