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Abstract: This study examined the relationship between paternal overprotective parenting and problem behaviors of
preschool children, and maternal overprotective attitudes and parenting stress mediation of that relationship. Data were
collected from 265 families, including parents and preschool children (ages 3–6). The results revealed that paternal
overprotective attitudes significantly influenced maternal overprotective attitudes and maternal parenting stress. Maternal
overprotective attitudes, in turn, increased maternal parenting stress, exacerbated children’s problem behaviors. Paternal
overprotective attitudes indirectly contributed to these behaviors through both maternal overprotective attitudes and
parenting stress. The effect was more pronounced on boy than girl younger than older preschoolers. These findings are
explained by the family systems theory through the mechanism of interconnected parental subsystems, wherein paternal
overprotection triggers maternal stress and overprotective attitudes, ultimately affecting child behaviors. Healthy parenting
would entail psychologically safe paternal overprotection, lower maternal stress, and promoting autonomy-supportive
parenting practices to reduce the risk of problem behaviors in preschool children.

Keywords: parental overprotective attitudes; maternal parenting stress; children’s problem behaviors; family systems
theory; gender and age differences

Introduction

Paternal overprotection manifests through excessive

worry, safety concerns, and restriction of autonomy which

could hamper, child psychological-behavioral develop-

ment (Derlan et al., 2019). Problem behaviors in young

children that deviate from age-appropriate norms nega-

tively affect their social adaptability and psychological

well-being (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1978). Such behav-

iors are categorized as hostile-aggressive (e.g., hitting,

biting, lying), anxious-worried (e.g., excessive worry,

loneliness, fear), and hyperactive-distractible behaviors

(e.g., impulsivity, restlessness; Achenbach et al., 2016).

Parenting behaviours by gender could may manifest in

mothers being more overprotective their parenting prac-

tices overall (Lanjekar et al., 2022), while fathers may be

into safety concerns (Lanjekar et al., 2022). Inadvertently,

the interplay between paternal and maternal behaviors

may further restrict children’s autonomy and exploratory

abilities, thereby increasing the risk of problem behav-

iors (Tavassolie et al., 2016). These parenting dynamics

well researched and documented in individualistic western

culture than in collectivistic cultures. Moreover, exist-

ing studies have uncovered gender-specific associations

among parental overprotective attitudes, parenting stress,

and children’s problem behaviors, with these associa-

tions exhibiting significant cultural-context dependency

(Bornstein, 2015).

Parental overprotective attitudes on children’s problem
behaviors

Parental overprotective attitudes refer to excessive worry,
intervention, and control exhibited by parents during the
upbringing of young children (Thomasgard et al., 1995).
Previous research has delineated parental overprotective
attitudes into three core dimensions: intrusion, indulgence
& permission, and worry & protection (Soenens et al.,
2005). “intrusion” refers to parenting that limits the child’s
opportunities to do theirown tasks independently, assists,
and intervenes (Diemer et al., 2021; Spada et al., 2012,
p. 289). “indulgence & permission” reflects parenting that
does not discipline the child in situationswhere behavioral
guidance is necessary (Hasbani et al., 2023, p. 2; Mak
et al., 2020, p. 2995). “worry & protection” stems from
parenting with high expectations for the child, such thatthe
child avoids negative experiences and only haspositive
experiences (Clarke et al., 2013, p. 621).

Maternal overprotective attitudes and parenting stress
mediation

Maternal overprotective attitudes, rooted in safety con-
cerns or parenting self-doubt, typically elevate parenting
stress and create feelings of being overwhelmed (Hubert
& Aujoulat, 2018). Existing research has shown that when
mothers attempt to shield young children from experienc-
ing any form of adversity, they may need to invest more
time and energy in meeting their children’s needs, thereby
experiencing heightened parenting stress (Lim & Shim,
2021).
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Maternal parenting stress refers to the psychological
burden and emotional pressure experienced by moth-
ers during the parenting process due to factors such
as role demands, responsibilities, environmental chal-
lenges, and the child’s characteristics (Deater-Deckard,
2008). This stress affects maternal mental health and
has profound implications for children’s behavioral devel-
opment. Maternal parenting stress can be categorized
into parent-domain stress and child-domain stress. Parent-
domain stress primarily arises from role conflicts, sense
of responsibility, life disruptions, and changes in spousal
relationships experienced during the parenting process
(Crnic & Low, 2002; Fang et al., 2024). Child-domain
stress refers to the pressure that parents feel due to their
children’s behavior, developmental status, or personality
traits (Deater-Deckard, 2008).

High levels of parenting stress, often associated with
maternal anxiety, depression, and irritability, are signifi-
cantly correlated with young children’s problem behaviors
and may lead to harsh parenting practices (Silinskas et al.,
2020). This can result in children feeling insecure and
unsupported and may contribute to problem behaviors
(Tsotsi et al., 2019). In the absence of stable emotional
support, children may exhibit amplified emotional reac-
tions to setbacks, thereby impeding their social adaptation,
which, in turn, can adversely affect peer relationships
and compromise both academic learning and overall
developmental trajectories (Mak et al., 2020). Prolonged
exposure to high parenting stress may foster negative self-
perceptions and worsen behavioral problems (Tsotsi et al.,
2019). Therefore, maternal parenting stress is a critical
factor influencing the well-being of the entire family and
the development of young children.

Theoretical foundations. Family systems theory
(FST), as formalized by Cox and Paley (2021), proposes
that families function as interconnected units where behav-
iors, emotions, and stressors dynamically transmit across
subsystems (e.g., father-mother-child). Central to FST is
the principle of bidirectional influence, wherein pater-
nal parenting attitudes directly shape maternal practices
and psychological states, as observed in the transmis-
sion of overprotective behaviors (Tavassolie et al., 2016).
Specifically, fathers’ actions (e.g., excessive control rooted
in safety concerns) may inadvertently elevate maternal
stress by creating role conflicts or undermining mater-
nal autonomy—a process termed cross-generational stress
propagation (Cox & Paley, 2021, p. 590). This stress
transmission is critical, as heightened maternal parenting
stress has been consistently linked to increased problem
behaviors in children, including hostility-aggression and
anxiety-worry, due to disrupted emotional support and
inconsistent caregiving (Silinskas et al., 2020; Tsotsi et al.,
2019). FST further emphasizes cultural contextualization,
noting that parental roles and stress responses vary across
societies; for instance, in collectivistic cultures like China,
paternal authority may intensify maternal stress through
societal pressures such as “face” preservation (Bornstein,
2015, p. 68). Within this framework, maternal overprotec-
tive attitudes and parenting stress act as pivotal mediators,
explaining how paternal behaviors indirectly affect child
outcomes without direct paternal-child pathways (Derlan

et al., 2019). Thus, FST provides a lens to interpret the
chain mediation identified in this study: paternal overpro-
tection → maternal overprotection → maternal stress →
child problem behaviors, highlighting subsystem interde-
pendencies. By integrating FST, this study’s findings on
gender and age differences (e.g., boys experiencing higher
stress transmission) can be contextualized as manifesta-
tions of systemic family dynamics rather than isolated
parental effects.

The China parenting context. These three dimen-
sions are prominent in Chinese parenting and are tied
to “face” and societal pressures, shaping overprotective
behaviors and impacting children through stress trans-
mission. Overprotection, although motivated by safety
concerns, can transmit parental anxiety to children and hin-
der autonomy, problem solving, and emotional regulation,
leading to difficulties in adaptation and anxiety (Bögels &
Brechman-Toussaint, 2006).

Within the specific sociocultural context of China, tra-
ditional gender role beliefs, such as “son preference,” may
reinforce gender differentiation through two pathways.
Parents tend to have higher expectations of boys’ social
achievements, leading to more intensive overprotective
strategies (Chen et al., 2000; Lansford, 2022). However,
gender differences in children’s behavioral manifestations,
such as boys’ aggressive behaviors vs. girls’ anxiety ten-
dencies, may further widen the gender gap in parenting
stress and behavioral problems through interactive mech-
anisms (Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008). Notably, parenting
behaviors are not static but, rather, constitute a dynamic,
adaptive process that evolves with children’s developmen-
tal stages (Peng et al., 2021). Existing evidence indicates
that younger children in nursery classes (aged 3–4 years),
owing to their limited self-care abilities and social adapt-
ability, are more likely to elicit high-intensity protective
behaviors from their parents (Smetana, 2017). Moreover,
peak levels of maternal parenting stress during this stage
are often directly associated with the ongoing demands
of daily caregiving and responsibility of guiding social
adaptation (Crnic & Low, 2002).

Goals of the study
Building on the latest advancements in family systems
theory and fathering research, this study constructs a chain
mediation model aimed at achieving two breakthroughs: 1)
uncovering the intergenerational transmission mechanism
through which paternal overprotective attitudes influence
young children’s problematic behaviors via maternal par-
enting practices in Chinese families and 2) examining
the moderating role of maternal parenting stress in this
transmission pathway, thereby providing cross-cultural
empirical evidence for child behavior interventions under
a dual-parenting framework.

Based on the aforementioned research objectives, this
study proposes the following research questions:

(RQ1) What are the characteristics of paternal and
maternal overprotective attitudes, maternal parenting
stress, and young children’s problem behaviors?

(RQ2) Do paternal overprotective attitudes indirectly
influence young children’s problem behaviors through
maternal overprotective attitudes and parenting stress?
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Significance. Existing research has preliminarily
revealed a dynamic associative network connecting
paternal and maternal overprotective attitudes, maternal
parenting stress, and young children’s problem behav-
iors (Norman & Elliot, 2015). However, critical research
gaps persist regarding the mechanisms of transmission
across the paternal, maternal, and child subsystems, and
current empirical evidence primarily suffers from three
limitations. First, most studies examining multivariate
interactions rely on cross-sectional data, making it difficult
to clarify the longitudinal pathways through which paternal
parenting attitudes influence children’s behavior via mater-
nal parenting practices as mediators (Cabrera et al., 2018).
Second, over 78% of related studies focus on mother-
child dyads, overlooking the unique role of fathers as
“moderators” in family parenting dynamics (Palm, 2014).
Third, there is a lack of mechanistic explanations for the
“father→mother→child” chain effects of parenting stress
transmission within the family system, particularly the
unexplored potential pathway whereby paternal overpro-
tective attitudes may exacerbate maternal parenting stress
by intensifying maternal controlling behaviors (Li et al.,
2024).

Methods

Study participants
This study sample comprised parents of preschool children
(N = 265) from a Chinese region. Regarding paternal age,
53 fathers (20.0%) were under 30 years old, 115 fathers
(43.4%) were aged 31–35 years, and 97 fathers (36.6%)
were 36 years old or older. For maternal age, 85 mothers
(32.1%) were under 30 years old, 113 mothers (42.6%)
were aged 31–35 years, and 67 mothers (25.3%) were
36 years old or older. The parents reported on 137 boys
(51.7%) and 128 girls (48.3%).

Measures
Parental overprotective attitudes
This study utilized the 18 items Overprotective Parenting
Scale (OPS) developed by Jung (2020). The OPS com-
prises three-dimensions: intrusion (8 items, e.g., Does not
scold the child even if they act badly or impolitely), worry
& protection (6 items, e.g., Just leaves the child be even
if they disturb other adults), and indulgence & permission
(4 items, e.g., Protects the child from being criticized for
their mistakes). The OPS employs a five-point Likert scale
scoring system (1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly
agree”)

The present study, the fathers’ overprotective attitudes
scores yielded an overall Cronbach’s α of 0.903, with
sub dimension reliabilities as follows: intrusion (fathers of
young children) = 0.848, worry & protection (fathers of
young children) = 0.817, and indulgence & permission
= 0.816. For mothers’ overprotective attitudes scores, the
overall Cronbach’s α was 0.901, with subdimension relia-
bilities as follows: intrusion (mothers of young children)
= 0.807, worry & protection (mothers of young children)
= 0.818, and indulgence & permission (mothers of young
children) = 0.800.

Mothers’ parenting stress
This study utilized the 30 items Parenting Stress Index
(PSI) developed by Abidin (1990) and validated by Yeo
(2016) to assess parenting stress in East Asian cultural
contexts. The PSI comprises two dimensions: Parent
Domain Stress (19 items, e.g., I often feel swamped
by the trivialities of daily life), which measures internal
pressures related to parental role identity and caregiving
self-efficacy, and Child Domain Stress (11 items, e.g.,
My child is more prone to throwing tantrums than their
peers), which evaluates the challenges associated with
children’s behavioral characteristics and parent-child inter-
action quality. All items are rated on a five-point Likert
scale (1 = “not at all applicable” to 5 = “completely
applicable”). For maternal parenting stress, the PSI scores
demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α =
0.890), with subdimensional reliabilities of 0.797 for the
Parent Domain and 0.843 for the Child Domain.

Children’s problem behaviors
This study adopted the 30 item Preschooler Behavior
Questionnaire (PBQ) developed by Behar and Stringfield
(1974), a parent-report instrument validated by Kang
(2018), to assess children’s behavior in East Asian family
contexts. The PBQ assesses children’s behavioral manifes-
tations over the past month through three core dimensions
(10 items per dimension): (a) Hostility–Aggression (e.g.,
physical aggression, verbal conflicts), (b) Worry–Anxiety
(e.g., separation anxiety, social withdrawal), and (c)
Hyperactivity–Distractibility (e.g., restlessness, task per-
sistence difficulties). The items are on a five-point Likert
scale (1 = “not at all applicable” to 5 = “completely appli-
cable”). For children’s problematic behaviors, the overall
Cronbach’s α for PBQ scores was 0.914, demonstrating
high internal consistency, with subscale reliabilities of
0.833 for Hostility–Aggression, 0.822 for Worry–Anxiety,
and 0.809 for Hyperactivity–Distractibility.

Procedure
This study was approved by the Ethics Committee
of Shaoxing University, and research authorization was
granted by the relevant educational authorities. The chil-
dren’s parents and teachers provided informed consent.
Child-related questionnaires were completed by school
teachers. The parents and teachers completed the sur-
veys online.

Data analysis
We used SPSS 26.0 and AMOS 23.0 for the data analysis.
The AMOS 23.0, to structural equation modeling fit test
demonstrated that the ratio of degrees of freedom (2.203 <

3.000) was within the ideal standard interval. Other indica-
tors included the root mean square error of approximation
= 0.068 (ideal range < 0.08), adjusted goodness-of-fit
index = 0.909 (ideal range > 0.08), nonnormed fit index
= 0.947 (ideal range > 0.9), goodness-of-fit index, com-
parative fit index, incremental fit index = 0.948, 0.970,
0.970 (all ideal criteria were greater than 0.90; Franke &
Byrne, 1995). The indices in this study were all within the
recommended range of values, and the data suggest that the
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Table 1. Standard path coefficients

Path relationship Standard path coefficient Standard error C.R.

F2 <— F1 0.635*** 0.119 5.347
F3 <— F2 0.319*** 0.057 5.779
F3 <— F1 0.398*** 0.084 4.713
F4 <— F3 0.869*** 0.081 10.790
F4 <— F1 −0.006 0.053 −0.112
F4 <— F2 0.048 0.037 1.294

Note. ***p < 0.001. F1 = fathers’ overprotective attitudes; F2 = mothers’
overprotective attitudes; F3 = mothers’ parenting stress; F4 = children’s
problem behaviors.

Figure 1. Variable model diagram

hypothesized theoretical model fits the actual data to some
extent and that the findings of the model are convincing.

Results

Correlation analysis of the mediation model
Table 1 presents the main findings. Fathers’ overprotective
attitudes had a significant positive impact on mothers’
overprotective attitudes (standardized path coefficient =
0.635). Similarly, mothers’ overprotective attitudes signif-
icantly increased their parenting stress (standardized path
coefficient = 0.319), which, in turn, had a strong positive
effect on their children’s problem behaviors (standardized
path coefficient = 0.869). Furthermore, fathers’ overpro-
tective attitudes directly influenced mothers’ parenting
stress (standardized path coefficient = 0.398). However,
neither fathers’ nor mothers’ overprotective attitudes had
a significant direct effect on children’s problem behaviors.
Instead, fathers’ overprotective attitudes indirectly influ-
enced children’s problem behaviors through two mediating
pathways. The first pathway operated via mothers’ over-
protective attitudes and parenting stress, with a mediating
effect of 0.635 × 0.319 × 0.869 = 0.176, accounting for
33.7% of the total indirect effect (0.176/0.522). The second
pathway operated through the mother’s parenting stress
alone, resulting in a mediating effect of 0.398 × 0.869
= 0.346, accounting for 66.3% of the total indirect effect
(0.346/0.522). Figure 1 is used to illustrate the influences
between variables.

Collateral findings. Significant gender-based
differences were identified in fathers’ and mothers’
overprotective attitudes, mothers’ parenting stress, and

children’s problem behaviors (see Table 2). Specifically,
fathers exhibited significantly higher overprotective
attitudes toward boys (M = 2.06, SD = 0.486) than
girls (M = 1.88, SD = 0.359), whereas mothers showed
elevated overprotective attitudes toward boys (M =
2.43, SD = 0.670) than girls (M = 2.18, SD = 0.519).
Furthermore, mothers reported greater parenting stress for
boys (M = 1.73, SD = 0.547) than girls (M = 1.48, SD
= 0.478), and children’s problem behaviors were more
pronounced in boys (M = 1.85, SD = 0.581) than in girls
(M = 1.62, SD = 0.491).

Significant age-based differences were observed in
fathers’ overprotective attitudes (p < 0.01), mothers’ over-
protective attitudes (p < 0.05), and mothers’ parenting
stress (p < 0.05); no significant age-related differences
were found in children’s problem behaviors. Specifically,
fathers of older preschoolers (senior class) exhibited sig-
nificantly lower overprotective attitudes (M = 1.84, SD =
0.456) than those of younger preschoolers (junior class;
M = 2.07, SD = 0.437). Similarly, mothers of older
preschoolers demonstrated less overprotective attitudes
(M = 2.16, SD = 0.684) than did mothers of younger
preschoolers (M = 2.43, SD = 0.612). Additionally,
mothers of older preschoolers reported significantly lower
parenting stress (M = 1.52, SD = 0.464) than did mothers
of younger preschoolers (M = 1.75, SD = 0.641).

Discussion
This study found that paternal overprotection was asso-
ciated with higher maternal overprotection and parenting
stress, as well as the behavioral development of young
children (Derlan et al., 2019). In Chinese culture, fathers’
high expectations and excessive intervention in relation
to their children are particularly prominent. Such behav-
iors may lead to role conflicts or ambiguity in mothers’
responsibilities during parenting. Particularly, when par-
enting philosophies diverge, mothers may feel undermined
or interfered with, thereby increasing their psychologi-
cal burden (Crnic & Low, 2002). Furthermore, paternal
overprotection may undermine maternal parenting auton-
omy and exacerbate maternal stress through its negative
impact on children’s behaviors, such as dependency and
behavioral problems (Tavassolie et al., 2016).

Maternal overprotection parenting was associated with
higher stress, supporting the notion that overprotection
may increase the psychological burden on mothers dur-
ing parenting. For example, previous research has found
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Table 2. Differences in variables by children’s age

Junior class
(3–4 years old)

Middle class
(4–5 years old)

Senior class
(5–6 years old)

df F

M SD M SD M SD

Fathers’ overprotective attitudes 2.07 0.437 2.01 0.392 1.84 0.456

(2, 262)

7.093**
Mothers’ overprotective attitudes 2.43 0.612 2.34 0.518 2.16 0.684 4.507*
Mothers’ parenting stress 1.75 0.641 1.57 0.440 1.52 0.464 4.510*
Children’s problem behaviors 1.82 0.617 1.71 0.493 1.68 0.535 1.445

Note. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

that mothers who exhibit overprotective behaviors, par-
ticularly when confronted with their children’s behavioral
problems or developmental challenges, often experience
heightened feelings of responsibility and psychological
pressure (Hubert & Aujoulat, 2018). Relevant studies also
indicate that maternal overprotective behaviors aim to
shield their children from adversity as much as possible,
and which could also be burden on mothers (Lim &
Shim, 2021). Under such circumstances, overprotective
mothers are more likely to experience anxiety, helpless-
ness, and emotional states that can significantly increase
parenting stress.

This study found maternal parenting stress exacerbated
problem behaviors in young children. Parenting stress
leads mothers to exhibit emotional, punitive, or neglect-
ful behaviors during child-rearing, which directly affects
young children’s behavioral development and increases
their risk of problem behaviors (Mak et al., 2020).
Research indicates that mothers with high stress levels are
more likely to exhibit negative emotions and inconsistent
parenting behaviors, which may lead to an increase in
problem behaviors among young children (Tsotsi et al.,
2019).

This study found that paternal and maternal over-
protection did not have a significant direct impact on
problem behaviors in young children. However, paternal
overprotection can indirectly influence children’s problem
behaviors through maternal overprotective attitudes and
parenting stress as well as independently through maternal
parenting stress. This result is both consistent and incon-
sistent with those of previous research (Lanjekar et al.,
2022; Bögels & Brechman-Toussaint, 2006). In terms of
consistency, existing studies have indicated that parental
overprotection does not directly lead to problem behaviors
in young children but exerts its influence indirectly through
complex family interaction mechanisms (Lanjekar et al.,
2022). For example, previous research has indicated that
paternal overprotection may indirectly influence children’s
behavioral development by affecting maternal parenting
practices and psychological states (Derlan et al., 2019).
The inconsistency lies in the fact that some studies suggest
parental overprotection has a direct impact on problem
behaviors in young children, particularly when parents
exhibit excessively controlling behaviors toward their chil-
dren (Bögels & Brechman-Toussaint, 2006). Additionally,
cultural context may be a significant factor contributing to
these differences. In Chinese families, mothers typically
assume primary caregiving responsibilities, and paternal

overprotection tends to indirectly influence children by
affecting maternal parenting attitudes, parenting stress,
and caregiving authority (Zhang et al., 2023).

Paternal overprotective behaviors may indirectly influ-
ence problem behaviors in young children by increasing
maternal parenting stress, a conclusion supported by fam-
ily systems theory and related empirical research over
the past decade (Cox & Paley, 2021). Research indi-
cates that paternal overprotective behaviors often manifest
as excessive intervention and control over young chil-
dren, which may lead mothers to experience role conflict
or feelings of inadequacy during the parenting process,
thereby increasing their psychological burden (Derlan
et al., 2019). Furthermore, Maternal parenting stress is
significantly associated with both internalizing and exter-
nalizing problem behaviors in young children (Tsotsi
et al., 2019). Therefore, paternal overprotective behaviors
indirectly influence problem behaviors in young children
through maternal parenting stress, a mechanism that is
particularly pronounced in cases in which parents lack
effective communication or in which mothers have limited
psychological resources.

The study revealed significant gender differences, with
boys scoring higher than girls for paternal and maternal
overprotective attitudes, maternal parenting stress, and
problem behaviors. Parents’ overprotection of boys may
reflect traditional cultural expectations, such as ‘son pref-
erence,’ and higher success expectations (Chen et al.,
2009). Maternal stress is greater for boys, likely because
of their externalizing behaviors (e.g., aggression, impul-
sivity) and the societal pressures on mothers. Boys also
exhibit more problem behaviors than girls, potentially due
to biological factors (e.g., hormones) and socialization
practices that encourage risk taking but neglect emotional
regulation (Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008).

The study showed significant age-related differences
in paternal and maternal overprotective attitudes and
maternal parenting stress but not in children’s prob-
lem behaviors. Parents of senior kindergarten children
(ages 5–6) exhibit lower overprotection and stress than
those of junior kindergarten children (ages 3–4), likely
due to younger children’s greater dependency and care
needs (Crnic & Low, 2002). As children age, improved
independence reduces overprotection and maternal stress,
which aligns with developmental parenting adjustments
(Smetana, 2017). Problem behaviors, although differing
in form (e.g., emotional dependency in younger children
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vs. impulsivity in older children), show no significant
age-related variations (Yeo, 2016).

Educational recommendations

Based on the findings related to children’s gender, this
study recommends enhancing boys’ family education
environments through multidimensional strategies. First,
parenting organizations should address paternal overpro-
tection by promoting autonomy support (McBride et al.,
2020). Second, a tiered stress reduction system is recom-
mended to alleviate maternal stress and encourage shared
childcare responsibilities (Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2020).
Additionally, targeted interventions for boys’ problem
behaviors can enhance behavior and emotional regulation,
kindergarten parent education programs should promote
gender-equitable parenting to mitigate the negative effects
of traditional gender stereotypes (Cochran & Niego, 2018).

Given the age-related differences in children’s vari-
ables, parents and educators should adapt parenting
approaches to foster autonomous exploration. Addition-
ally, efforts to alleviate stress for mothers of younger
children—through family support, parenting training, and
peer networks (Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2020)—are cru-
cial for effective parenting. Although problem behaviors
show no significant age-related differences, consistent
behavioral guidance and home-kindergarten collaboration
remain essential for supporting children’s healthy develop-
ment (Cochran & Niego, 2018).

Based on the findings regarding variable relationships,
a multifaceted approach involving families, kindergartens,
and society is recommended to enhance family educa-
tion and support children’s development (Nomaguchi &
Milkie, 2020). Key strategies include improving parental
awareness, addressing paternal overprotection (McBride
et al., 2020), and reducing maternal stress through support
groups and consultations (Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2020).
Kindergartens should strengthen home–kindergarten col-
laboration and provide parental education and teacher
training (Cochran & Niego, 2018). Community support
networks, including family education centers and multidis-
ciplinary systems, are essential (Cochran & Niego, 2018).
Policy-level efforts should enhance funding, evaluation,
and intervention mechanisms for overprotective families
(Bornstein & Bradley, 2014).

Limitations and future directions

Our study has several limitations. First, the sample of
children and parents is regionally specific, potentially
limiting the generalizability of the findings across China.
Second, regional differences in cultural and economic
contexts may lead to variations in parental attitudes, stress,
and children’s problem behaviors. Finally, factors such
as the kindergarten environment and peer relationships,
which have not been fully addressed, may also influence
children’s behavior. Future research should expand the
sample to include more regions, offering a broader explo-
ration of parental attitudes and children’s behaviors across
diverse contexts.

Conclusion
This study reveals a significant chain mediation path-
way within family systems: paternal overprotective
attitudes indirectly contribute to young children’s prob-
lem behaviors through maternal overprotective attitudes
and parenting stress. Specifically, fathers’ overprotection
directly influences mothers’ overprotective tendencies and
maternal parenting stress, while maternal overprotection
further elevates maternal stress, which strongly predicts
children’s problem behaviors. Notably, neither paternal nor
maternal overprotection directly affects children’s behav-
iors, underscoring the critical mediating role of maternal
psychological states.

The indirect effects account for all observed influences
on child outcomes. The first mediation pathway—via
maternal overprotective attitudes and parenting stress—
explains 33.7% of the total indirect effect. The second
pathway, operating solely through maternal parenting
stress, explains 66.3%. This indicates that paternal behav-
iors primarily impact children by exacerbating maternal
stress, rather than through direct parent-child interactions,
aligning with family systems theory’s emphasis on inter-
connected subsystems.

Significant gender disparities emerged, with boys expe-
riencing higher levels of overprotection, maternal stress,
and problem behaviors compared to girls. Fathers exhibited
stronger overprotective attitudes toward boys than girls,
while mothers reported greater stress for boys than girls.
Boys also displayed more pronounced problem behaviors,
suggesting sociocultural factors like traditional gender
expectations amplify these dynamics.

Age-based variations were evident, with younger
preschoolers (ages 3–4) facing higher parental overprotec-
tion and maternal stress than older children (ages 5–6).
Fathers of junior-class children showed greater overpro-
tection than those of senior-class children, and mothers
of younger children reported elevated stress. These dif-
ferences likely stem from younger children’s greater
dependency and care demands, highlighting developmen-
tal shifts in parenting practices.

These findings underscore the need for parenting
programs for promoting autonomy-supportive practices
and shared caregiving responsibilities to reduce mater-
nal stress. Educationally, kindergartens must integrate
gender-equitable parenting workshops and strengthen
home-school collaboration, particularly for families with
younger children.

Policy-wise, governments should establish community
support networks (e.g., family education centers) and
allocate funding for stress-reduction initiatives, ensuring
culturally responsive approaches in collectivistic con-
texts like China. Ultimately, fostering psychologically
safe parenting environments will enhance children’s social
adaptation and long-term well-being.
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