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Abstract: This study explores parenting and family adjustment profile effects on toddler socioemotional competence by
the underlying mechanisms of effortful control. Participants were Chinese parent caregivers (N = 448) of 448 toddlers
aged 15-36 months. They completed measures of parenting and family adjustment, toddler socioemotional competence,
and effortful control. Latent profile analysis (LPA) identified three family profiles—Strict-Detached, Constrained-
Collaborative, and Harmonious-Aligned. These three profiles of parenting and family adjustment directly affect toddler
socioemotional competence through variations in emotional support, discipline strategies, and parent—child interactions.
Effortful control mediates this relationship of parenting and family adjustment and toddler socioemotional competence,
with toddlers from Strict-Detached families at higher risk for socioemotional problems associated with lower effortful
control. The harmoniously aligned family profile is associated with healthier development via higher effortful control.
The research adds to the developmental understanding of how parenting and family dynamics affect toddler development
by identifying effortful control as a key pathway. Based on these findings, parent caregiver profiles should be part of

intervention designs aimed to enhance toddlers’ effortful control for healthy development.
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Introduction

Parenting behaviors and family adaptation, serve to pro-
mote socioemotional development and competencies in
children (Pontoppidan et al., 2017). However, not all par-
enting situations are equal, and there would be differences
among parenting or family practices for the better or worse
psychological and social outcomes for children (Goagoses
et al., 2023). Cultural context matters to parenting and
family behaviours, and few studies have examined the
related effects on childhood outcomes in collectivistic
cultures like China, highlighting a critical gap addressed
by this study. Our study aimed to address this gap in
the evidence.

Parenting and family adjustment to child rearing
Parenting encompasses the practices and behaviors par-
ents employ to raise their children, including caregiving,
boundary-setting, and fostering a supportive environment
(Spera, 2005). Family adjustment refers to the emotional
and psychological adaptation of family members to diverse
life circumstances and stressors, encompassing relation-
ship quality, parental well-being, and available support
systems, which are vital for maintaining a nurturing
environment for children (Lamb, 2012; Thompson et al.,
2013).

Necessarily, parenting practices are indicative of
family adjustment regarding child rearing (Lansford,
2017; Sanders et al., 2014). Parenting and family adjust-
ment to child-rearing demands would vary by factors such
as family structure, socioeconomic status, and parental
characteristics (Chen et al., 2019; Roubinov & Boyce,

2017). Moreover, families have diverse ways and manifes-
tations when it comes to handling education and emotional
support (Fiese & Fisher, 2019).

Regardless, supportive parenting from both moth-
ers and fathers—marked by sensitivity, warmth, and
engagement—promotes better socioemotional functioning
in children (Feldman et al., 2023; Zhong et al., 2020).
Furthermore, secure attachment, fostered by sensitive and
responsive parenting, is essential for optimal socioemo-
tional development (Veaver et al., 2016). Family dynamics
also play a pivotal role; effective family functioning,
including routines, communication, and conflict resolution
strategies, supports improved developmental outcomes
(Fiese & Winter, 2008). Additionally, marital adjustment
and high-quality parent-child relationships foster increased
parental involvement and sensitivity, positively impacting
infant development (Planalp et al., 2013).

By contrast, the use of coercive power by parents,
particularly through harsh corporal punishment and ver-
bal hostility, is associated with lower social competence
and increased problem behaviors in children (Baumrind,
2012; Belsky, 2008). Similarly, marital conflict has a detri-
mental effect on toddlers’ social behavioral development
(Whiteside-Mansell et al., 2009). Ultimately, parenting
effortful control would differentiate child development
outcomes directly or indirectly.

Effortful control mediation

Effortful control refers to an individuals ability to
consciously regulate behavior, emotion, and cognition—
including inhibiting a dominant response, activating a
subdominant one, focusing or shifting attention, and
detecting errors (Santens et al., 2020). It is a central
concept in the study of children’s temperament and is
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often associated with self-regulation abilities (Putnam
et al., 2006) and is implicated in how the family environ-
ment influences children’s developmental outcomes. For
instance, a control-oriented style may suppress toddlers’
emotional expression and regulation, increasing socioe-
motional difficulties (Engel et al., 2023; Mortensen &
Barnett, 2019). In contrast, supportive maternal parenting,
referring specifically to parenting by mothers as exam-
ined in previous research, is marked by sensitivity and
warmth and fosters toddlers’ effortful control—a process
mediated by self-regulation abilities that enhance social
competence and reduce externalizing problems (Pereira
etal., 2021; Spinrad et al., 2007). Higher parental extraver-
sion is associated with effortful control (Behrendt et al.,
2020; Gartstein et al., 2013), and fewer children’s behav-
ioral problems (Coe et al., 2024), underscoring its pivotal
role in early development.

However, most existing studies have focused on spe-
cific dimensions of parenting or family dynamics, such as
parenting styles or parental stress (Smetana, 2017; Crnic,
2024). These variable-centered studies have inadvertently
neglected parenting and family adjustment patterns by
the heterogeneity of family profiles. A variable-centered
approach assumes that family characteristics are evenly
distributed and overlooks the complex interactions and
heterogeneity among the elements within the family sys-
tem. Latent profile analysis (LPA), as a person-centered
approach, enables the identification of these latent family
profiles by capturing the multifaceted combinations of
parenting practices and family adjustment. This method
has been effectively applied in prior studies to uncover
distinct family profiles and their differential impacts on
child development, e.g., Preston et al. (2022), providing
a robust framework for examining the nuanced effects of
family dynamics.

The Chinese parenting context

Parenting and childrearing are themselves cultural prac-
tices (Qi & Du, 2020). In China, traditional parenting
concepts emphasize parental authority and strict behav-
ioral control, believing that this approach contributes to
children’s development (Wu, 2012). These beliefs are
deeply rooted in Confucian philosophy, collectivist ide-
ology, and conformity-oriented cultural values (Liu &
Merritt, 2018). Within such cultural frameworks, children’s
obedience is often viewed as a manifestation of filial
piety and is believed to contribute to academic success
and future achievement. This obedience-centered parent-
ing ideal is not only embedded in family-level practices
but also reinforced by broader societal expectations of
what constitutes “successful parenting” (Qi & Du, 2020).
These parenting values have been transmitted across gen-
erations, leading many contemporary Chinese parents
to maintain control-oriented parenting practices despite
increasing exposure to modern parenting ideologies
(Li et al.,, 2019). This highly restrictive parenting style
is typically characterized by limited emotional expres-
sion, greater use of restrictive or psychological control
strategies, and reduced autonomy granted to children (Luo
et al., 2013). Cross-cultural studies have further substanti-
ated these differences, demonstrating that Chinese parents,

compared to their Western counterparts, are less likely to
adopt child-centered approaches that emphasize autonomy,
open communication, and emotional expression (Skinner
et al., 2022; Lansford et al., 2018).

While China government currently emphasizes the
critical role of families in toddler’s development, there
is a lack of specific, supportive policies and measures
aimed at enhancing parents’ parenting skills, particularly
in addressing the cultural prevalence of coercive disci-
pline rooted in Confucian traditions (Zhong et al., 2020).
Despite this lack of structural support, China’s rapid
economic and social transformation over recent decades
has gradually influenced parental beliefs and behaviors.
Emerging trends indicate a shift away from traditional
authoritarian models toward more emotionally respon-
sive and autonomy-supportive parenting practices (Guo
et al., 2017). These changes reflect a growing awareness
of children’s emotional needs alongside behavioral reg-
ulation, which may better support their social-emotional
development.

Goal of the study
We aimed to identify the latent profiles of parenting
and family adjustment for early childhood socioemotional
competence in the Chinese context by the parents and
family effort control. We tested the following hypotheses:
HI: Parenting and family adjustment is represented by
distinct latent profiles among families with toddlers.
H2: Effortful control mediates the relationship between
the latent profiles of parenting and family adjustment for
the socioemotional competence of toddlers to be higher.

Methods

Participants and setting

Participants were a convenience sample of 448 primary
caregivers. They looked after 220 boys (49.11%) and
228 girls (50.89%), distributed across age subgroups:
38 children (8.48%) in the 18-month-old subgroup, 89
(19.87%) in the 24-month-old subgroup, 158 (35.27%) in
the 30-month-old subgroup, and 163 (36.38%) in the 36-
month-old subgroup. Most participants were only children
(n = 312, 69.64%) and held urban household registration
(n = 378, 84.38%). The mean duration of childcare was
0.57 years (SD = 0.55).

Measures

Parent carers completed the following measures: the Par-
enting and Family Adjustment Scales (PAFAS), the Ages
and Stages Questionnaires: Social-Emotional, Second Edi-
tion (ASQ:SE-2), and the Infant/Early Childhood Behavior
Questionnaire—Very Short Form. These are described next.

Parenting and family adjustment

The Parenting and Family Adjustment Scales
(PAFAS; Sanders et al. (2014)) is an 18-item measure of
parenting behaviors (6 items, e.g., “If my child doesn’t do
what they’ re told to do, I give in and do it myself.”) and
family adjustment (12 items, e.g., “Our family members
help or support each other.”). It has been linguistically
and culturally adapted and validated in Chinese samples
(e.g., Guo et al., 2017). The scale uses a 4-point Likert
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scale, ranging from “Strongly Disagree” (1) to “Strongly
Agree” (4). Higher scores indicate better parenting
behaviors and family adjustment, except for the coercive
discipline dimension. In the present study, Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients for PAFAS scores were 0.76 and
0.88, respectively.

Toddler socioemotional competence

The Ages and Stages Questionnaires: Socioemotional,
Second Edition (ASQ:SE, Squires et al. (2015)) comprises
35 items to measure self-regulation (5 items, e.g., Move
easily from one activity to another?), compliance (6 items,
e.g., Follow your simple or routine directions?), adaptive
functioning (4 items, e.g., Stay awake for an hour or more
at a time, during the day?), autonomy (5 items, e.g., Cling
to you more than you would expect?), affect (5 items,
e.g., Show concern for other people’s feelings?) social
communication (5 items, e.g., Look at you and seem to
listen when you talk?), and interaction (5 items, e.g., Laugh
or smile at you and family members?). This questionnaire
has been culturally adapted and psychometrically validated
in the Chinese context (Xie et al., 202 1). Parents rated their
child’s behavior based on how well it matched the behavior
described in each item. Responses were given on a 3-point
scale: ‘Frequently/Always’ (0), ‘Occasionally/Sometimes’
(5), and ‘Rarely/Never’ (10). A higher score indicates a
greater likelihood of socioemotional developmental delay.
The internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha)
for ASQ:SE ranged between 0.84 and 0.92.

Effortful control in toddlers

The Infant/Early Childhood Behavior Questionnaire, Very
Short Form (IECBQ-SF; Gartstein and Rothbart, 2003)
comprises 12 items (“Can wait when told to do so before
a new activity”, “Can easily stop an activity when told
‘no””). The scale uses a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from
“Never” (1 point) to “Always” (7 points), with higher
scores indicating better effortful control. For this research,
the scale was translated by two graduate students in the
field of education and proofread by a graduate student
majoring in English. Finally, it was evaluated by experts
for its ability to assess effortful control in the Chinese
context. The internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach’s
alpha) for IECBQ-SF scores ranged from 0.78 to 0.82,
respectively.

Procedure

Participants were recruited using convenience cluster sam-
pling from early childhood education centers in Beijing,
China. Caregivers were invited to participate through
collaboration with local kindergartens and community
parenting groups. Teachers and administrators helped
distribute the survey link (hosted on wjx.cn) via inter-
nal parent communication platforms (e.g., WeChat). The
inclusion criteria were: (1) caregivers of toddlers aged 15
to 36 months; (2) the primary caregiver (defined as the
parent or guardian who spends the most time with the
child).The exclusion criteria were as follows: (1) children
with diagnosed neurodevelopmental disorders (e.g., autism
spectrum disorder, ADHD) or serious physical or medical

conditions; and (2) invalid responses, including those com-
pleted in under five minutes or those in which all items
were answered with identical response options.

This research received ethical approval by the Ethics
Committee of College of Preschool Education, Capital
Normal University. Participants consented to the study.
They were assured that their participation was entirely
voluntary, and they had the right to withdraw from the
study at any time without any consequence or explanation,
should they feel uncomfortable during the process. Upon
completion of the survey, participants were provided with
a small token of appreciation as a gesture of gratitude
for their time and participation. To ensure anonymity and
confidentiality in this online study, no personally identi-
fiable information (such as names, contact details, or IP
addresses) was collected. Responses were automatically
anonymized, and all data were stored in encrypted files
accessible only to the research team.

Data analysis

Harman’s single-factor test was conducted to examine
the potential presence of common method bias in this
study. The results indicated that the percentage of variance
explained by the first factor was 35.06%, which is below
the critical threshold of 40%. Latent Profile Analysis
(LPA) was conducted using MPlus 8.3 software to iden-
tify latent profiles of parenting and family adjustment.
The Latent profile analysis (LPA) was conducted using
the seven dimensions of parenting and family adaptation
as indicators. Starting with a one-class baseline model,
we systematically evaluated model fit indices across suc-
cessive class solutions. Model selection criteria required
entropy values >0.80, statistically significant Lo-Mendell-
Rubin adjusted likelihood ratio test (LMRT) and bootstrap
likelihood ratio test (BLRT) results, and lower Akaike
information criterion (AIC)/Bayesian information crite-
rion (BIC) values indicating superior model fit.

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS version 26.0. The
PROCESS macro was employed to test for mediational
effects (Hayes & Preacher, 2014). In this study, the inde-
pendent variable (X) is parenting and family adjustment,
which is a three-category independent variable (K = 3).
The mediating variable (M) is effortful control, and the
dependent variable (Y) is toddler socioemotional com-
petence. Both the mediating variable and the dependent
variable are continuous variables. The mediating effect of
the multi-category independent variable was tested using
the SPSS PROCESS macro based on a bootstrap approach.

Bootstrap sampling was set to 5000 iterations, and
the statistical significance of the mediating effects was
determined using 95% confidence intervals (CI).

Results

Latent profile analysis of parenting and family
adjustment

As shown in Table 1, both 2-class and 3-class models
demonstrated statistically significant LMR (p < 0.001)
and BLRT (p < 0.001) values. Comparative evaluation
revealed that the 2-class solution yielded the highest AIC
(12,457.32) and BIC (12,598.14) values. In contrast, the
3-class model exhibited substantially improved fit indices
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Table 1. Fit statistics for latent profile analysis

Model AIC BIC aBIC Entropy LMR(p) BLRT(p) Probability of classes
Cl 5022.43 5079.89 5035.466 - - - -
C2 4113.41 4203.72 41339 0.905 <0.001 <0.001 0.232/0.767
C3 3807.38 3930.53 3835.32 0.897 <0.01 <0.001 0.258/0.100/0.640
C4 362536 3781.34 3660.75 0.941 >0.05 <0.001 0.062/0.194/0.616/0.127
Cs 3499.14 3687.96 3541.98 0.936 >0.05 <0.001  0.055/0.078/0.131/0.136/0.598

1.5

2 3 4 5
@ * @Class 1@ = =@ Class ) @@ C|ass 3

Figure 1. Latent profile analysis of parenting and family adjust-
ment. Note. 1 = parental consistency, 2 = coercive discipline,
3 = positive encouragement, 4 = the parent-child relationship,
5 = parental adjustment, 6 = family relationships, 7 = parental
teamwork

(AIC = 11,892.45; BIC = 12,074.28) with entropy =
0.86, satisfying all predefined criteria for optimal classi-
fication. Consequently, the 3-class solution was retained
as the parsimonious model that best captured population
heterogeneity in family functioning patterns.

As shown in Figure 1, the conditional means of the
three classes exhibit distinct characteristics. Among the
three classes, Class 1 exhibits moderate scores across all
items, with coercive discipline scores being slightly higher,
but positive encouragement, parent-child relationship, and
other dimensions showing moderate levels. The family
parenting style is clear but lacks warmth, with strict
rule enforcement and moderate adaptability. This profile
is thus named the “Constrained-Collaborative profile”,
comprising 28.5% of the total sample. Class 2 scores
the highest on coercive discipline compared to the other
two classes, while its scores on the other six dimensions
are lower in comparison. This class relies on coercive
parenting strategies and provides insufficient encourage-
ment and parent-child closeness, and exhibits the weakest
adaptability. Therefore, it is named the “Strict-Detached
profile”, comprising 10% of the total sample. Class 3
scores the highest on all dimensions relative to the other
two classes, with the lowest score on coercive discipline.
Parents in this group demonstrate high consistency in
their parenting, effectively use positive encouragement,
maintain a close parent-child relationship, and have strong
family cooperation and adjustment abilities. Therefore, it
is named the “Harmonious-Aligned profile,” comprising
64% of the total sample.

To verify the accuracy of the latent profile analysis
classification results, discriminant analysis was conducted
using the seven dimensions as indicators. The results
indicated that the classification accuracy for parenting and
family adjustment profiles exceeded 90% for all classes

(Class 1-3: 92.2%, 94.6%, and 96.7%, respectively), sug-
gesting that the latent profile analysis results are reliable.

To examine whether there are significant differences
among the three family profiles across the seven dimen-
sions, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted
(see Table 2). The results showed significant differences
in the mean scores of all seven items across the three
groups. Specifically, with the exception of coercive dis-
cipline, families in the Strict-Detached profile scored
significantly lower than those in the Harmonious-Aligned
and Constrained-Collaborative profile across all other
dimensions. The Constrained-Collaborative profile scored
significantly higher than the Strict-Detached profile on
all seven dimensions, but lower than the Harmonious-
Aligned profile. Regarding coercive discipline, families in
the Strict-Detached profile scored significantly higher than
the other two profiles, indicating heterogeneity in the latent
profiles of parenting and family adjustment. Hypothesis 1
was supported.

Effortful control mediation

Table 3 presents the correlation matrix of the main vari-
ables and reports the means and standard deviations for
each variable. As shown in Table 3, significant correlations
exist between parenting and family adjustment, effortful
control, and socioemotional competence (p < 0.05).

The omnibus mediation test revealed significant total
effects (F(2, 445) = 79.47, p < 0.001), rejecting the null
hypothesis of all relative total effects being zero. Similarly,
the direct effects reached significance (F(2, 444) = 49.41,
p < 0.001), indicating non-zero relative direct effects. The
95% Bootstrap confidence intervals for both relative medi-
ation effects did not include zero, necessitating further
relative mediation analysis.

The relative mediation analysis, using the Constrained-
Collaborative profile as the reference, showed that the
mediation effect of the Strict-Detached profile relative to
the Constrained-Collaborative profile was significant, with
a 95% Bootstrap confidence interval of [0.102, 0.385]
(excluding zero; a; = —0.44, b = —0.53, a;b = 0.233).
Specifically, toddlers in Strict-Detached profiles exhib-
ited 0.44 lower effortful control compared to those in
Constrained-Collaborative profiles (a, = —0.44). Through
the mediating role of effortful control, the likelihood
of socioemotional developmental delays in toddlers from
Strict-Detached profiles indirectly increased by 0.233.
The relative direct effect was significant (¢’; = 1.20,
p < 0.001), indicating that, after accounting for mediation,
the likelihood of socioemotional developmental delays in
toddlers from Strict-Detached profiles was 1.20 higher
than in Constrained-Collaborative profiles. The relative
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Table 2. Scores and difference tests of different latent classes across dimensions
Constrained- Strict-detached Harmonious- F LSD
collaborative profile aligned profile
profile (M + SD) M + SD) M + SD)
Parental consistency 2.67 (0.37) 2.59 (9.24) 2.80 (0.38) 10,127+ Harmonious-
Coercive discipline 2.02 (0.59) 2.23 (0.59) 1.61 (0.44) 48.61+ Aligned >
Positive 3.39(0.48) 2.47 (0.59) 3.69 (0.44) 133.025+ Constrained-
encouragement Collaborative >
The parent-child 3.49 (0.42) 2.39 (0.53) 3.89 (0.24) 403.962++ Strict-Detached; the
relationship coercive discipline
Parental adjustment 3.06 (0.37) 2.45 (0.33) 3.66 (0.31) 338.133++ dimension follows
Family relationships 3.11 (0.47) 2.57 (0.30) 3.81 (0.27) 358.39 the opposite trend.
Parental teamwork 2.86 (0.61) 2.41 (0.46) 3.72 (0.35) 261.943++
Note.** p < 0.001.
Table 3. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Parental consistency 2.75 0.37 1

2. Coercive discipline 1.78 0.55 —0.13~ 1

3. Positive encouragement 349 0.59 0.22 —0.08 1

4. The parent-child relationship 3.63 0.56  0.14* —0.26** 0.59+* 1

5. Parental adjustment 338 0.52  0.21x —0.35+ 0.44+* 0.66+* 1

6. Family relationships 351 055 017+ —037++ 039+  0.56=  0.65 1.00

7. Parental teamwork 337 0.65 0.19=* —0.27+ 0.40+* 0.52#* 0.59+* 0.68+* 1

8. Effortful control 492 0.73 0.16+ —0.10¢ 0.35+* 0.34+* 0.35+* 0.31%* 0.28+* 1

9. Socioemotional competence 2.05 1.14 —0.21+** 0.33 —0.39+* —0.45+ —0.46 —0.39=+ —027+ —047~ 1

Notex p < 0.05,** p < 0.01.

total effect was also significant (¢; = 1.43, p < 0.0001),
with the mediation effect accounting for 16.3% of the
total effect.

Similarly, using the Constrained-Collaborative profile
as the reference, the relative mediation effect of the
Harmonious-Aligned profile compared to the Constrained-
Collaborative profile was significant, with a 95% Bootstrap
confidence interval of [—0.276, —0.103] (excluding zero;
a = 0341, b = —0.53, a,b = —0.18). Specifically,
toddlers in Harmonious-Aligned profiles exhibited 0.341
higher effortful control compared to those in Constrained-
Collaborative profiles, thereby reducing the likelihood
of socioemotional developmental delays through the
mediating role of effortful control. The relative direct
effect was significant (c’, —0.328, p < 0.001),
indicating that, after accounting for mediation, the likeli-
hood of socioemotional developmental delays in toddlers
from Harmonious-Aligned profiles was 0.328 lower than
in Constrained-Collaborative profiles. The relative total
effect was also significant (¢, = —0.509, p < 0.001),
with the mediation effect accounting for 35.4% of the
total effect. Results are presented in Figure 2 and Table 4.
Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Discussion

This study identified three heterogeneous family profiles:
Strict-Detached Profile, Constrained-Collaborative Profile,
and Harmonious-Aligned Profile. Significant differences
were found across all seven dimensions, validating the
effectiveness of the classification. These results suggest

that parenting and family adjustment abilities are not
evenly distributed across families, with significant differ-
ences. This illustrates the complexity of contemporary
parenting in China, where distinct patterns of parenting
and family adjustment have emerged even within a shared
cultural context (Guo et al., 2017; Lu et al., 2023).

Figure 2. A mediation model for sense of Parenting and
Family Adjustment profile, Effortful Control and Socioemo-
tional Competence. Note. X1: Strict-Detached profiles, X2:
Harmonious-Aligned profiles, M: Effortful Control, Y: Socioe-
motional Competence, *** p < 0.001.

The Strict-Detached Profile scores the lowest across all
dimensions, with coercive discipline significantly higher
than the other profiles (M = 2.23). This profile suggests
that parents overly rely on controlling strategies while
lacking emotional support. This represents the most typical
parenting style under China’s tradition of valuing authority
and behavioral conformity (Lu et al., 2023). On the one
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Table 4. Mediation path coefficients and 95% confidence intervals

Mediation effect path Coefficient 95%CI
Reference: Constrained-Collaborative profiles
Strict-Detached profiles — Effortful Control — Socioemotional Competence 0.233+ [0.102, 0.385]
Strict-Detached profiles — Socioemotional Competence 1.200+++ [0.881, 1.520]
Harmonious-Aligned profiles — Effortful Control — Socioemotional Competence —0.181+* [—0.276, —0.103]
Harmonious-Aligned profiles — Socioemotional Competence —0.328x [—0.529, —0.126]

Note. ** p < 0.001.

hand, it highlights the profound influence of culture on
parenting: even after thousands of years, a small pro-
portion of parents still firmly adhere to these traditional
beliefs. As Ashdown & Faherty (2020, p. 3) note that
cultural beliefs and attitudes are already embedded in
the behaviors, beliefs, and techniques that parents and
caregivers utilize with the children in their care. On the
other hand, it may be linked to emotional regulation deficits
caused by parenting stress (e.g., economic stress). Parents
with greater difficulties in emotion regulation tend to
engage more frequently in negative parenting practices
and respond to their children with unsupportive behaviors
(Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2022). Although the Strict-
Detached Profile represents the smallest proportion, its
low parent—child relationship quality and high levels of
coercive parenting behaviors indicate a heightened risk of
child behavioral problems, such as difficulties in form-
ing healthy peer relationships and expressing emotions
(Scaramella & Leve, 2004). Prior research has consistently
linked such parenting characteristics to increased levels
of aggression, anxiety, and impaired social functioning
in children (Goagoses et al., 2023; Spera, 2005). Given
these risks, greater attention should be directed toward
this family profile in both empirical research and policy
interventions.

The Constrained-Collaborative profile exhibits a typ-
ical pattern of moderate to high control combined with
moderate warmth: coercive discipline scores are relatively
high (M = 2.02), while positive encouragement (M =
3.39) and parent-child relationship (M = 3.49) are at
moderate levels. Parents in this class are highly consis-
tent in rule enforcement but show limited flexibility in
emotional responsiveness, which may reflect a balance
between external social pressures and a diminished sense
of parenting efficacy.

Notably, their family adjustment ability (M = 3.06)
is significantly better than the Strict-Detached profile but
lower than the Harmonious-Aligned. This profile has a
relatively high proportion, suggesting that many families
face challenges in balancing discipline with emotional
support, which may have long-term implications for child
development. This also supports previous research and
highlights the importance of cultural context. For example,
parenting beliefs among Chinese and African American
parents differ from those of White and Latino parents—
the former tend to adopt more controlling approaches,
while the latter emphasize a more accepting attitude
toward children and set fewer behavioral demands (Ash-
down & Faherty, 2020). In China, parents often face
multiple sources of stress simultaneously rather than in

isolation—for example, traditional cultural norms, societal
expectations, children’s behavioral difficulties, and family-
related risks (Wang et al., 2020). These stressors may lead
parents to adopt harsh disciplinary practices that manifest
more in children’s psychological distress than in physical
punishment, thereby potentially undermining emotional
support within the parent—child relationship (Liu et al.,
2022). Such parenting approaches may represent adap-
tive strategies in a culture that highly values behavioral
conformity and social harmony, as is the case in China.

The Harmonious-Aligned profile, as the dominant
type, performs best across dimensions such as posi-
tive encouragement, parent-child relationship, and family
cooperation, while scoring the lowest on coercive dis-
cipline. This class represents the largest proportion of
families, reflecting a system characterized by collabora-
tive development. This shift may reflect the influence of
Western parenting practices (Xu et al., 2005). However, it
also suggests that contemporary Chinese parents’ adoption
of warm and supportive parenting is not necessarily in
conflict with the traditional collectivist cultural context,
as emotional support and close relationships may serve as
essential bonding mechanisms within parent—child dynam-
ics (Lu et al., 2023). Parents in this group guide children’s
behavior through emotional resonance rather than coer-
cive methods, while sustaining high levels of cooperation
and conflict resolution. This advantage likely stems from
the positive interplay of internal family resources and
effective emotional regulation practices among parents. As
demonstrated in previous research, caregivers’ appropriate
expression of their own emotions significantly contributes
to the socialization of children’s emotion regulation skills
(Qiu & Shum, 2022).

Family functioning is more balanced when parents
effectively manage conflicts, emotional expression, and
daily matters (Jones & Prinz, 2005), which creates a
stable environment that helps infants and toddlers develop
self-regulation and socioemotional skills. The high-quality
parent-child relationship and family cooperation in this
profile indicate that parents provide a stable emotional
safety net through consistent emotional responses and
positive interactions (Cui et al., 2018). This warm, sen-
sitive, and balanced parenting environment may enhance
emotional regulation abilities, allowing infants and tod-
dlers to show greater initiative and adaptability in social
situations (Repetti et al., 2015). The Harmonious-Aligned
profile, which combines control with child autonomy,
helps children learn to trust others and effectively manage
negative emotions.
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This study found that parenting and family adjustment
may relate to child development through the pathway of
effortful control, which reflects children’s self-regulation
abilities. Effortful control is an early manifestation of
executive function and serves as a critical psychological
resource for emotional regulation and social functioning
(Santens et al., 2020). However, effortful control is not
an innate or fixed trait; it is significantly shaped by
early environmental factors, particularly parenting behav-
iors and the overall emotional climate of the family. For
instance, in Strict-Detached families, where high coercive
discipline is prevalent (as with traditional Chinese values)
the strict discipline would seem like alack of emotional
support risking weak infants’ effortful control (Petrenko
et al., 2019). Behrendt et al. (2020) noted that infants
may experience heightened anxiety when confronted with
coercive rules, impairing their ability to develop effec-
tive self-regulation strategies and increasing the risk
of socioemotional problems. In contrast, Harmonious-
Aligned families, characterized by low coercive discipline
and high emotional support, enhance toddlers’ effortful
control by providing a secure psychological environment
(Eisenberg et al., 2009).

Implications for Research and Practice

This study provides significant guidance for family educa-
tion practices. The findings reveal the profiles of parenting
and family adjustment, as well as the pathways through
which they are associated with socioemotional competence
via effortful control. This provides a theoretical foundation
for subsequent interventions and fills the gap between
policy support and practical implementation.

Second, parenting support training interventions
should focus on enhancing positive parenting skills, specif-
ically teaching non-coercive responses and emotional
support strategies to improve the parent-child relationship
(Sanders et al., 2014). Given the relevance of cultural
context, such programs could focus on positive reinforce-
ment, helping parents manage stress and improve their
psychological well-being (Thompson et al., 2013).

Finally, these interventions may face challenges, such
as limited access to trained facilitators, low parental
engagement due to time constraints, and resistance to
changing coercive discipline practices. To address this,
policymakers could prioritize funding for regions with
higher proportions of at-risk family profiles, identified
through community surveys, and offer flexible training
formats, such as online modules, to increase accessibil-
ity and accommodate cultural attitudes toward parenting.
These strategies ensure that research findings translate into
meaningful improvements in family education practices,
optimizing early childhood development across diverse
family contexts.

Limitations and future directions

This study has several limitations. First, the participants
were all from China, and the sample was disproportion-
ately composed of older toddlers (30-36 months), which
may limit the generalizability of the findings to younger
age groups. Future research should consider recruiting a
more age-balanced and diverse sample, and conducting

cross-cultural comparisons to enhance external validity.
Second, the study employed a cross-sectional design,
which limits the ability to make causal inferences. The
mediation results reported in this study should therefore be
understood as statistical associations rather than evidence
of causal mechanisms. Future research using longitudinal
or experimental designs is needed to further validate the
proposed pathways and clarify the directionality of effects.
Finally, this study primarily relied on parent-reported data,
which may be subject to bias. Future research could com-
bine observational methods and teacher reports to enhance
the objectivity of the data.

Conclusion

This study utilized latent profile analysis to identify three
distinct parenting and family adjustment profiles in Chi-
nese families: Strict-Detached, Constrained-Collaborative,
and Harmonious-Aligned. The results reveal that fami-
lies characterized by lower levels of parenting behavior
and family adjustment are associated with poorer tod-
dler socioemotional competence, typically in the context
of high control and limited emotional support. In con-
trast, families with more positive parenting and better
adjustment tend to be linked with more favorable socioe-
motional development, supported by strong emotional
bonds. Effortful control emerges as a key mediating factor
in these associations, highlighting how family dynamics
are related to child development through children’s self-
regulation capacities.

The study findings highlight the importance of family
profiles for the design of interventions to improve parent-
ing behaviours across diverse family types in enhancing
child development.
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