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Purpose: With rapid social change, mothers are increasingly facing emotional health crises during childrearing. Prior research has 
largely focused on how parents shape children’s development, while overlooking how children’s behaviors may, in turn, shape 
mothers’ psychological functioning. Therefore, this study examined the mechanism through which children’s problem behaviors 
influence maternal parenting psychological flexibility, with a particular focus on the mediating role of parenting stress and the 
moderating role of perceived coparenting quality.
Methods: A longitudinal design was adopted with three survey waves spaced six months apart. The final sample included 1,131 
Chinese preschool children (660 boys, 651 girls) and their mothers. The performed measurements encompassed children’s problem 
behaviors (T1), maternal parenting stress (T2), perceived coparenting quality (T2), maternal parenting psychological flexibility (T1/ 
T2/T3) and demographic information. Structural equation modeling was performed using Mplus 8.3.
Results: The mediation model showed that, after controlling for T1/T2 parenting psychological flexibility, children’s problem behaviors in 
T1 were negatively correlated longitudinally with T3 parenting psychological flexibility through T2 parenting stress. Moreover, T2 
perceived coparenting quality significantly moderated the second stage of the mediation pathway: when mothers perceived higher-quality 
coparenting, the negative association between parenting stress and parenting psychological flexibility was substantially attenuated.
Discussion: This study elucidates the mechanism by which children’s problem behaviors shape maternal parenting psychological 
flexibility and highlights the protective role of high-quality coparenting in this process. The findings extend the explanatory depth of 
child-driven effects and stress-buffering theory within family contexts and provide empirical evidence for developing multilevel family 
interventions centered on maternal stress management and spousal coparenting support.
Keywords: children’s problem behaviors, maternal parenting psychological flexibility, parenting stress, perceived coparenting quality

Introduction
In contemporary parenting discourse, mothers’ emotional health crises have shifted from an “implicit predicament” to an 
“explicit social issue.” The China National Mental Health Development Report (2023–2024) indicates that among mothers 
aged 30–45, the prevalence of emotional exhaustion triggered by children’s behavioral problems reaches 38.7%, and 83% of 
these mothers exhibit subclinical features of “emotion regulation failure” (eg., persistent irritability and cognitive rigidity).1,2 

These symptoms essentially reflect impairments in maternal parenting psychological flexibility—namely, the capacity to 
flexibly adjust cognition and behavior under stress to cope with children’s challenging behaviors.3,4 As a “psychological 
immune system” for coping with parenting stress, psychological flexibility directly determines parenting effectiveness and 
family system stability.3,4 However, traditional research has long followed a unidirectional “parent-driven” framework, 
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emphasizing how parental characteristics and behaviors shape child development,5–7 while relatively neglecting the reverse 
shaping effects of children’s behaviors on parental psychological functioning—namely, the “child-driven effect”.8

Since Bell’s reinterpretation of direction-of-effects in parent–child socialization research,8 scholars have argued that 
children are not passive recipients of environmental influences; rather, they are active agents who shape their caregiving 
environment. This child-driven perspective is strongly supported by the transactional model9 and family systems theory,10 

both of which emphasize that parent–child relationships involve continuous, bidirectional transactions. Much of the research 
on child-driven effects has focused on children’s problem behaviors. For instance, a longitudinal study showed that from 24 
months to 7 years, children’s externalizing behaviors predicted increases in maternal intrusive parenting.11 A study of 168 
mother–child dyads found that increases in children’s problem behaviors were associated with heightened parent–child 
conflict and greater maternal psychological control.12 A meta-analysis further confirmed that children’s externalizing 
behaviors significantly predict subsequent parental distress and maladaptive parenting, with an effect size comparable to 
parent-to-child effects.13 Collectively, these findings provide macro-level evidence for the ubiquity of child-driven effects. 
However, some researchers argue that parental personality traits or psychological states exhibit high cross-situational stability 
over the long term, rather than being solely driven by short-term situational fluctuations.14–16 Therefore, employing 
a longitudinal design and incorporating family moderating variables is crucial for exploring the unique relationship between 
child behavior and maternal psychological states.

Taken together, children’s problem behaviors are not only “outcomes” of development but also likely antecedent forces 
that reshape parenting environments and influence parental psychological functioning.13 In the cultural context of “intensive 
mothering” in China, mothers are often expected to take high responsibility for their children’s development.17,18 Such social 
norms may make mothers often bear greater parenting pressure when facing parenting challenges,19 which is more likely to 
lead to their low parenting psychological flexibility.20 Therefore, it is of significant local significance to explore the influencing 
mechanism under this background. Within contemporary Chinese family structures, although paternal involvement is on the 
rise, the heterogeneity in the quality of coparenting remains prominent.21 The quality of coparenting support perceived by 
mothers is not only a reflection of family system functioning but also serves as a critical resource for them to cope with child 
behavior challenges.22 While previous research has suggested the existence of child-driven effects,1,11,23,24 a key gap remains: 
the internal psychological pathways controlling these associations are not yet clearly understood. Therefore, this study 
constructs a longitudinal moderated mediation model. It aims to clarify how child behavior influences maternal parenting 
psychological flexibility and how this impact is dynamically moderated by coparenting support. This integrated perspective 
allows for a deeper exploration of the complex interactive logic within the Chinese family system, and provide critical 
evidence for protecting and restoring mothers’ psychological resources and improving family-level parenting quality.

Children’s Problem Behaviors and Maternal Parenting Psychological Flexibility
Parental psychological flexibility is a multidimensional and comprehensive construct rooted in Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy.25 It goes beyond mere emotion regulation by representing a holistic psychological stance toward the challenges of 
child-rearing. Specifically, it refers to parents’ capacity, in the process of raising their children, to intentionally notice and 
accept negative thoughts, emotions, and impulses in the present moment while still engaging in effective parenting behaviors. 
It is typically reflected in three components: cognitive defusion, committed action, and acceptance.3 Cognitive defusion refers 
to parents’ ability to consciously separate their negative emotions and thoughts from parenting behaviors so that their 
parenting is not governed by emotional reactions or intrusive cognitions. Committed action refers to parents’ willingness to 
respect children’s ideas and autonomy and to allow children to assert independence in appropriate ways; although doing so 
may heighten parental worry and anxiety, parents can accept the resulting negative emotions and persist in effective parenting 
behaviors. Acceptance refers to parents’ capacity to accept distressing emotions and thoughts as part of parenting and to adopt 
an open and accepting stance toward them. Furthermore, the significance of parental psychological flexibility lies in its 
emphasis on values-based parenting.4 Unlike traditional behavioral strategies, it focuses on how parents can remain present 
and act according to their long-term parenting values (eg., being a supportive and patient parent) even when faced with intense, 
immediate child-related distress.4 This makes it a crucial resource for maintaining parenting quality in the face of persistent 
children’s problem behaviors.4,5
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According to transactional perspectives, the parent–child relationship functions as a bidirectional system. While parenting 
behaviors influence children, children’s behaviors may also, through feedback loops, alter parents’ psychological and 
behavioral states. Children’s problem behaviors are generally categorized into internalized and externalized problems.26 

Internalized problems primarily include syndromes associated with symptoms such as anxiety, depression, withdrawal, and 
physical discomfort, which are mainly related to the child’s subjective difficulties and problems. Externalized problems 
primarily involve conflicts with others, including symptoms consistent with attention problems and aggressive behaviors.27 

Extensive evidence suggests that interactions with children’s problems behaviors can elicit heightened negative affect in 
parents, biased negative appraisals of children’s behaviors, and the adoption of less effective parenting strategies, including 
more direct control and coercive discipline.13,28–30 Specifically, such interactions may trigger two typical response patterns. 
On one hand, parents may show increased overcontrol and reduced committed action, such as restricting children’s autonomy 
and frequently employing directive interventions.13,28,29 Verhoeven et al further found that in early childhood, boys’ 
externalizing behaviors could predict increases in parental autonomy-restricting practices even over short time frames, 
reflecting a tendency toward rigid parenting.30 On the other hand, parents may display reduced positive affect31 as well as 
lower responsiveness and sensitivity.32 These behavioral and emotional changes collectively suggest that children’s problem 
behaviors may undermine maternal parenting psychological flexibility—namely, diminishing parents’ ability to flexibly adapt 
parenting strategies to situational demands and to sustain effective actions over time. Therefore, more serious behavioral 
problems in children are associated with lower maternal parenting psychological flexibility. Based on the above, this study 
proposes Hypothesis 1:

H1: Children’s problem behaviors are negatively associated with maternal parenting psychological flexibility.

Children’s Problem Behaviors, Parenting Stress, and Maternal Parenting Psychological 
Flexibility
Parenting stress refers to the perceived discrepancy between situational demands associated with the parenting role and 
the personal resources available to meet those demands.33,34 When parenting-related changes or challenges exceed 
parents’ capabilities and resources, parents experience stress.35 Evidence indicates a bidirectional association between 
children’s problem behaviors and parenting stress. For example, a cross-lagged model among children aged 3–9 showed 
that children’s problem behaviors and parents’ parenting stress mutually influenced each other over time.36 Further 
research suggests that children’s problem behaviors are a key predictor of parenting stress, explaining approximately 
57% of variance in parenting stress; mothers of children with problem behaviors often encounter greater parenting 
difficulties and experience higher levels of stress.37 Meanwhile, higher parenting stress is closely associated with lower 
parenting psychological flexibility.6 Chronic stress can continuously deplete cognitive and emotional resources, leading 
mothers to rely more on avoidance and situational control strategies rather than acceptance and flexible responding, 
thereby undermining their psychological adaptation to the parenting role.6,38 Accordingly, higher parenting stress is 
expected to predict lower maternal parenting psychological flexibility.38 Based on these associations, parenting stress 
likely mediates the link between children’s problem behaviors and maternal parenting psychological flexibility. 
Therefore, this study proposes Hypothesis 2:

H2: Parenting stress will mediate the association between children’s problem behaviors and maternal parenting 
psychological flexibility.

The Moderating Role of Perceived Coparenting Quality
Coparenting refers to parents’ coordinated efforts in parenting attitudes and behaviors, shared responsibility for child
rearing tasks, mutual affirmation of parenting competence, respect for each other’s contributions, and support for each 
other’s parenting decisions.39 The ecological model of coparenting highlights coparenting as a potential protective factor 
that can buffer the impact of family risk factors on parental adjustment.39 A longitudinal study indicated that high-quality 
interparental mutually responsive orientation (MRO; a form of positive coparenting) weakened the association between 
parenting stress and parenting psychological flexibility. Region-of-significance analyses further suggested that as MRO 
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increased, the negative association between parenting stress and psychological flexibility tended to diminish.40 

Additionally, this buffering role of coparenting has been supported in both Western and Eastern cultural contexts. For 
instance, among parents in Hong Kong, coparenting significantly buffered the negative impact of parenting stress on 
marital satisfaction. Although marital satisfaction was the outcome in that study, the findings provide cross-cultural 
evidence that coparenting, as a relational resource, can mitigate stress-related harm to psychosocial adjustment.41 

Synthesizing these findings, it is reasonable to infer that mother’s perceived coparenting quality functions as a key 
family-system resource that moderates the transmission from parenting stress to parenting psychological flexibility. 
Notably, although coparenting is inherently a dyadic construct, the current study focuses on the mother’s individual 
perception. From a socio-cognitive perspective, an individual’s internal psychological adjustment is primarily driven by 
their subjective appraisal of the social environment rather than objective reality.42 Empirical evidence suggests that 
perceived support is a more consistent and robust predictor of individual mental health outcomes than the actual received 
or objective support.43 For a mother, her subjective experience of the coparenting alliance represents her functional 
reality, which directly dictates the cognitive and emotional resources she can mobilize when facing parenting 
challenges.39 Specifically, high perceived coparenting quality is expected to buffer, whereas low perceived coparenting 
quality is expected to exacerbate, the negative association between parenting stress and psychological flexibility. 
Therefore, this study proposes Hypothesis 3:

H3: Perceived coparenting quality will moderate the association between parenting stress and maternal parenting 
psychological flexibility.

The Current Study
To address the limitations of prior research, the present study integrates the child-driven perspective with family systems 
theory into a longitudinal framework. We move beyond documenting the scarcity of research by providing a clearer 
logical rationale for our moderated mediation model. First, we propose that the link between child-rearing challenges and 
psychological flexibility is mediated by parenting stress, representing the process by which external behavioral stressors 
are internalized into emotional strain. Second, rooted in family systems theory, we argue that the coparenting subsystem 
provides a critical systemic boundary condition. High-quality spousal collaboration is expected to provide the inter
personal resources necessary to buffer the association between internalized stress and psychological rigidity.22 By 
employing a three-wave longitudinal design, this study aims to clarify the mechanistic pathways and conditions through 
which children’s behavior relates to maternal parenting psychological flexibility (see Figure 1).

Methods
Participants and Procedure
This study adopted a longitudinal design and used convenience sampling to recruit participants. With support from 
kindergartens, mothers of children from approximately 10 kindergartens in Guangdong Province, China, were invited via 
WeChat groups to complete online questionnaires. Before each survey, mothers were asked about their willingness to 
participate. Those who selected “I agree to participate in this survey” proceeded to the questionnaire; those who selected 
“I do not want to participate in this survey” ended participation. Following ethical principles of voluntary participation, 
all parents provided informed consent. The study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of Guangzhou 
University in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki [No. GZHUSE2024027].

Sample size was estimated using a prevalence-based formula.44 With an allowable relative error of 15%, an absolute error 
of δ = 0.15π, and a 95% confidence interval, μa = 1.96. Based on prior evidence indicating a 17.6%45 detection rate of 
emotional and behavioral problems among Chinese children (π = 17.6%), the minimum required sample size was estimated 
as n = [1.962 × 17.6% × (1 − 17.6%)] / (0.15 × 17.6%)2 ≈ 799. Allowing for 10% invalid responses, the target minimum 
sample size was increased to n ≈ 879. The study utilized a longitudinal design across three waves. Specifically, children’s 
problem behaviors were assessed in October 2024 (T1), maternal parenting stress and perceived coparenting quality were 
assessed in April 2025 (T2), and maternal parenting psychological flexibility was assessed in T1, T2 and October 2025 (T3). 
Exclusion criteria were: (1) missing data; (2) identical responses for 85% of items; and (3) completion time <5 minutes. After 
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screening, 1,590, 1,463, and 1,311 participants were retained at T1–T3, respectively (attrition rate = 17.5%). A total of 1,131 
mothers completed all three waves and constituted the final analytic sample (Mage = 35.62±9.35). Little’s MCAR test 
indicated that missingness was completely at random (p = 0.974). In the final sample, child gender was distributed as 660 
boys (50.3%) and 651 girls (49.7%). Detailed demographic information is shown in Table 1.

Measures
Problem Behaviors
Children’s problem behaviors were assessed using the Chinese version of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ),46 

originally developed by Goodman.47 The SDQ contains 25 items across five subscales: Emotional Symptoms (eg., “Frequently 

Figure 1 Theoretical hypothesis model.

Table 1 Demographic Descriptive Statistics of the Sample

Variables N Percentage

Gender Boys 660 50.3%

Girls 651 49.7%
Child’s age 3~4 303 23.1%

4~5 321 24.5%

5~6 687 52.4%
Mother’s monthly income <3000RMB 117 8.9%

3000~6000RMB 252 19.2%

6000~10,000RMB 420 32.0%
10,000~20,000RMB 330 25.2%

20,000~50,000RMB 135 10.3%
>50,000RMB 57 4.3%

Mother’s educational level Middle school or below 72 5.5%

High school or vocational secondary school Vocational college degree 150 11.4%
Bachelor’s degree 900 68.6%

Master’s degree or above 189 14.4%

Family residence Rural areas 123 9.4%
County town 231 17.6%

City 957 73.0%
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unhappy, depressed, or crying”), Conduct Problems (eg., “Frequently loses temper and is easily angered”), Hyperactivity– 
Inattention (eg., “Unstable, overactive, unable to remain still for long periods”), Peer Problems (eg., “Somewhat lonely, mostly 
plays by himself/herself”), and Prosocial Behavior. The sum of the first four subscales forms the “Difficulties” factor, whereas 
Prosocial Behavior reflects strengths. The present study used the Difficulties factor to index children’s problem behaviors. Items 
are rated on a 3-point scale from 0 (“Not true”) to 2 (“Certainly true”). Following Goodman’s recommendation for low-risk 
general populations,26 we adopted a three-factor structure in which difficulties were divided into externalizing problems 
(Conduct Problems and Hyperactivity–Inattention) and internalizing problems (Emotional Symptoms and Peer Problems), 
totaling 20 items. Higher scores indicate more severe problem behaviors. Prior research supports satisfactory reliability and 
validity of the SDQ in Chinese samples.46,48 In the present study, Cronbach’s α was 0.76 for externalizing problems, 0.77 for 
internalizing problems, and 0.78 for the total difficulties score. The confirmatory factor analysis results indicated good construct 
validity for the scale (χ2/df = 2.69, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.06, p < 0.001).

Parenting Stress
Maternal parenting stress was measured using the Parenting Stress Index–Short Form (PSI-SF),49 originally developed by 
Abidin.50 The PSI-SF includes three subscales—Parental Distress Parent–Child Dysfunctional Interaction, and Difficult Child 
—comprising 36 items. Some example items include: “Since having this child, I have been unable to do new and different 
things”, “I often have the feeling that I cannot handle things very well”. Based on prior studies,51–53 and considering that our 
predictor was children’s problem behaviors, the latter two subscales contain many child-related components that may overlap 
with SDQ assessments and complicate interpretation. Moreover, the Parental Distress subscale more directly captures parents’ 
emotional and psychological health and includes factors directly and indirectly related to parenting stress. Therefore, only the 
Parental Distress subscale was used (12 items). Items are rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 5 (“Strongly 
agree”), with higher scores indicating greater parenting stress. The scale has demonstrated good psychometric properties in 
Chinese samples.53,54 In the present study, Cronbach’s α was 0.87. The confirmatory factor analysis results indicated good 
construct validity for the scale (χ2/df = 2.78, CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.06, p < 0.001).

Perceived Coparenting Quality
Perceived coparenting quality was assessed using the Chinese version of the Coparenting Relationship Scale,55 originally 
developed by Stright and Bales.56 The scale includes 14 items across two subscales: Supportive Coparenting (eg., “When I talk 
to my partner about the children, he/she listens attentively.”) and Undermining Coparenting (eg., “My partner uses parenting 
methods that I have explicitly asked not to use.”). Items are rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (“Never”) to 5 (“Always”). Each 
subscale contains 7 items. After reverse-scoring undermining coparenting items, scores were summed with supportive 
coparenting to form a total perceived coparenting quality score, with higher scores indicating higher perceived coparenting 
quality. Prior studies report satisfactory reliability and validity in Chinese samples.55 In this study, Cronbach’s α was 0.87. The 
confirmatory factor analysis results indicated good construct validity for the scale (χ2/df = 2.47, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.92, 
RMSEA = 0.05, p < 0.001).

Parental Psychological Flexibility
Maternal parenting psychological flexibility was measured using the Chinese version of the Parental Psychological Flexibility 
Questionnaire (PPFQ),57 originally developed by Burke and Moore.3 The PPFQ comprises 16 items across three subscales: 
Cognitive Defusion (eg., “My emotions get in the way of being the kind of parent I want to be”), Committed Action (eg., “I do not 
allow my child to do things that worry me”), and Acceptance (eg., “No matter what I am thinking or feeling, I can still have 
a good relationship with my child”). Items are rated on a 7-point scale from 1 (“Not at all true”) to 7 (“Very true”). Items 1–11 are 
reverse scored. Higher total scores indicate higher maternal parenting psychological flexibility. The scale shows satisfactory 
psychometric properties in Chinese samples.58 In this study, Cronbach’s α was 0.89. The confirmatory factor analysis results 
indicated good construct validity for the scale (χ2/df = 2.78, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.06, p < 0.001).

Statistical Analyses
First, we performed descriptive statistics and bivariate correlation analysis on demographic and core variables using IBM 
SPSS 26.0. Second, considering the use of self-report measures, we tested whether common method bias was significant. 
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Third, we performed structural equation modeling (SEM) analysis using Mplus 8.3. To test hypotheses 1 and 2, we included 
T1 problem behavior and T3 parenting psychological flexibility as independent and dependent variables, respectively, in the 
mediation model, with T2 parenting stress as the mediator. Then, we included the moderating variable (ie., T2 perceived 
coparenting quality) in the mediation model to test hypotheses 3. Based on prior research, child gender,59 maternal education, 
and maternal income60 were included as covariates because they may influence parenting behaviors. For the moderated 
mediation model, all variables were centered before generating interaction terms. When the interaction effect was significant, 
we further performed a simple slope analysis and tested the mediating effect of T2 parenting stress when the level of T2 
perceived coparenting quality was one standard deviation above or below the mean. This allows us to examine the extent to 
which T2 perceived coparenting quality moderates the association between T2 parenting stress and T3 parenting psycholo
gical flexibility, and the extent to which T2 perceived coparenting quality moderates the mediating effect of parenting stress.

The goodness of fit of the model was evaluated using the following metrics: Comparative Fit Index (CFI; acceptable 
value: >0.90), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI; acceptable value: >0.90),61 the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 
(RMSEA; acceptable value: <0.08), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR; acceptable value: <0.08).62 

Considering the advantages of bootstrapping over conventional methods in testing mediation models,63 we used boot
strapping (N = 5000) and its 95% confidence interval (CI) to assess indirect and direct effects. The (moderated) 
mediation effect was considered reasonable when the 95% CI did not contain zero.

Results
Common Method Bias Test
In the present study, all variables were measured via maternal self-reports, which may introduce the risk of common method 
bias (CMB). To address this, we primarily employed procedural remedies as recommended by Podsakoff et al64 Specifically, 
the three-wave longitudinal design provided a substantial temporal separation (six-month intervals). This temporal distancing 
helps to minimize the influence of transient mood states and the consistency motif, thereby reducing the risk of artificially 
inflated associations. Additionally, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted as a post hoc statistical check.64 Results showed 
nine factors with eigenvalues >1 explaining 57.61% of the variance; the first factor accounted for 25.86%, which is below the 
40% threshold,64 indicating that common method bias was not substantial. Furthermore, confirmatory factor analysis was used 
to examine the confirmatory nature of the factors. We conducted confirmatory factor analysis to compare the six-factor model 
(based on six key research variables) with the one-factor model (including all self-assessment items). The resulting six-factor 
model produced an acceptable fit index: χ2/df = 4.215, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.07. Additionally, one-factor model 
had poor model fit: χ2/df = 27.761, CFI = 0.46, TLI = 0.48, RMSEA = 0.35. As a result, common method bias did not present 
to pose a threat in interpreting our results.

Descriptive and Correlational Analyses
Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlation matrix. T1 problem behaviors were significantly 
positively correlated with T2 parenting stress (p<0.001) and significantly negatively correlated with T2 perceived coparenting 
quality and T1/T2/T3 parenting psychological flexibility (p<0.001). T2 Parenting stress was significantly negatively correlated 
with T2 perceived coparenting quality and T1/T2/T3 parenting psychological flexibility (p<0.001). T2 perceived coparenting 
quality was significantly positively correlated with T1/T2/T3 parenting psychological flexibility (p<0.001).

Mediating Effects of Parenting Stress
The results of the mediation model fit test indicate good fit: χ2/df = 4.954, CFI = 0.961, TFI = 0.931, RMSEA = 0.061, SRMR 
= 0.034. After controlling for the covariates and T1/T2 maternal parenting psychological flexibility, T1 problem behaviors 
were significantly associated with T2 parenting stress (B=0.37, SE=0.04, p<0.001), but not with T3 parenting psychological 
flexibility (B=−0.05, SE=0.05, p=0.377). T2 parenting stress and T3 parenting psychological flexibility were significantly 
associated (B=−0.25, SE=0.03, p<0.001). Mediation analysis results showed that T2 parenting stress had a significant 
mediating effect on T1 problem behaviors and T3 parenting psychological flexibility (B=−0.09, SE=0.03, 95% 
CI= [−0.215, −0.011). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is supported. See Table 3 and Figure 2.
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Moderating Effects of Perceived Coparenting Quality
According to the research hypotheses 3, this study constructed the moderated mediation model. The results of the model 
fit test indicate good fit: χ2/df = 3.378, CFI = 0.924, TFI = 0.912, RMSEA = 0.050, SRMR = 0.031. The results are 
shown in Table 4 and Figure 3, indicating that T2 perceived coparenting quality regulates T2 parenting stress and T3 
parenting psychological flexibility (B=0.11, SE=0.03, p=0.009, β = 0.12). Subsequently, a simple slope analysis 
(Figure 4) showed that when T2 perceived coparenting quality was low, the relationship between T2 parenting stress 
and T3 parenting psychological flexibility was stronger than when T2 perceived coparenting quality was high (B = −0.27, 
SE = 0.03, p < 0.001; B = −0.11, SE = 0.03, p = 0.003).

Table 2 Descriptive Analysis and Correlations

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1.Child’s gender – –
2.Monthly income 3.22 1.25 0.06

3.Educational level 2.92 0.69 0.05 0.16**

4.T1 Problem behaviors 0.50 0.37 0.01 −0.07 −0.16**
5.T2 Parenting stress 2.13 0.71 −0.06 −0.11* −0.16** 0.54***

6.T2 Perceived co-parenting quality 3.65 0.72 0.03 0.07 0.14** −0.54*** −0.44***

7.T1 Parental psychological flexibility 4.71 1.02 0.01 0.13** 0.13** −0.48*** −0.46*** 0.50***
8.T2 Parental psychological flexibility 4.73 1.06 0.01 0.07 0.11** −0.42*** −0.41*** 0.44*** 0.52***

9.T3 Parental psychological flexibility 4.72 1.04 0.02 0.13** 0.15** −0.47*** −0.52*** 0.57*** 0.58*** 0.56***

Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Table 3 Summary of Direct and Indirect Effects

Direct and Indirect Effects Bias-Corrected Bootstrapped Estimates for The Effects

B S.E. 95% CI β

Direct pathway: PB (T1) →PF (T3) −0.05 0.05 −0.126, 0.044 −0.05
Indirect pathway: PB (T1)→PS (T2)→PPF (T3) −0.09 0.03 −0.215, −0.011 −0.10

Abbreviations: PB, Problems behaviors; PS, Parenting stress; PPF, Parental psychological flexibility.

Figure 2 The mediating effect of T2 parenting stress in the relation between T1 problem behavior and T3 parental psychological flexibility. Unstandardized coefficients are 
reported; *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001; T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2, T3 = Time 3; Dashed line indicates a non-significant coefficient.
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As shown in Figure 4 and Table 5, the moderated mediation model indicates that when T2 perceived coparenting 
quality is low (B = −0.11, SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [−0.149, −0.071]), the indirect effect of T2 parenting stress is 
significantly stronger than when T2 perceived coparenting quality is high (B = −0.03, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [−0.049, 
−0.012]). In conclusion, we find that when T2 perceived coparenting quality is low, parenting stress has a stronger 
negative correlation with parental psychological flexibility.

Discussion
This study employed a longitudinal design to examine the longitudinal associations between children’s problem behaviors and 
maternal parenting psychological flexibility, as well as the underlying mechanisms involved. The findings indicated that 
children’s problem behaviors did not exert a significant direct longitudinal association with maternal parenting psychological 
flexibility, meaning that the hypothesis 1 was not supported. While this differs from some previous findings conducted in 
Western contexts.30,32 On the one hand, many prior studies that identified associations between these variables were based on 

Table 4 Summary of the Moderated Mediation Model

T2 Parenting Stress 
(R2=0.14)

T2 Parental Psychological 
Flexibility (R2=0.27)

T3 Parental Psychological 
Flexibility (R2=0.49)

B SE β p B SE β p B SE β p

Covariates
Child’s gender −0.07 0.06 −0.04 0.292

Monthly income −0.02 0.03 −0.02 0.637

Educational level 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.832
Key variables

T1 Problems behaviors 0.37 0.04 0.38 <0.001 −0.14 0.05 −0.15 0.02 −0.01 0.04 −0.01 0.717

T2 Parenting stress −0.19 0.04 −0.21 <0.001
T2 Perceived coparenting quality 0.24 0.06 0.27 <0.001

T2 Parenting stress×T2 Perceived 

coparenting quality

0.11 0.03 0.12 0.009

T1 Parental psychological flexibility 0.44 0.06 0.42 <0.001

T2 Parental psychological flexibility 0.39 0.04 0.42 <0.001

Figure 3 Moderated mediation model. Unstandardized coefficients are reported; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2, T3 = Time; Dashed line 
indicates a non-significant coefficient.
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cross-sectional designs and may have included confounding factors (eg., concurrent family conflict, mothers’ emotional states 
at the time), making it difficult to isolate the direct predictive effect of children’s behaviors on maternal psychological 
traits.65,66 The nonsignificant direct effect observed in the present study may suggest that the temporal link between children’s 
behaviors and relatively stable maternal psychological traits (such as flexibility) is not immediate, but rather occurs as an 
indirect and cumulative process transmitted through intermediate states (eg., parenting stress).6,37 On the other hand, maternal 
parenting psychological flexibility, as an adaptive psychological capacity, may be more stable than momentary parenting 
behaviors or emotional reactions,4,5 and therefore less likely to be directly influenced by a single factor such as children’s 
behavior. Furthermore, in the Chinese cultural context, where intensive mothering and high expectations for children’s 
behavioral conformity are prevalent, children’s behaviors may not immediately erode a mother’s core psychological 
flexibility.4,5 This finding shifts the research perspective from a simple stimulus–response model to a more process-oriented 
approach that emphasizes the complex mediating and moderating roles of internal psychological processes (eg., parenting 
stress) and external contextual factors (eg., perceived coparenting quality), thereby providing an important theoretical 
foundation for the pathways identified in this study.

Although no direct longitudinal association between children’s problem behaviors and maternal parenting psychological 
flexibility was found, the results confirmed that children’s problem behaviors were indirectly linked to a decline in maternal 
parenting psychological flexibility through increased parenting stress, indicating a full mediation process, which supports 
Hypothesis 2. This finding has important theoretical implications. First, it reveals a key mechanism through which children’s 
problem behaviors relate to maternal internal psychological adaptation—children’s problem behaviors do not directly weaken 
maternal parenting psychological flexibility, but rather function as persistent external stressors that first erode mothers’ 
emotional resources and subjective stress experiences.37 This process is particularly salient in the Chinese cultural context, 
where children’s behavioral conformity is often tied to maternal competence and social “face”.67 Such cultural expectations 

Figure 4 The relation between T2 parenting stress and T3 parental psychological flexibility by T2 perceived co-parenting quality. T2 = Time 2, T3 = Time 3.

Table 5 The Conditional Indirect Effect by Different Levels of Perceived Co-Parenting 
Quality

Levels of T2 Perceived Coparenting Quality B SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Low (M-1SD) −0.11 0.02 −0.149 −0.071

Medium −0.07 0.02 −0.121 −0.028

High (M+1SD) −0.03 0.01 −0.049 −0.012
Different (High-Low) 0.04 0.02 0.003 0.080
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may intensify the role of parenting stress as a primary engine for internalizing external challenges,68 a pattern that might be 
more pronounced than in some Western cultures where individual temperament is more prioritized.68,69 This activated and 
chronic stress state subsequently depletes cognitive and regulatory resources, ultimately reducing mothers’ ability to respond 
flexibly when facing parenting challenges.6,38 This finding deepens our understanding of the child-driven association by 
demonstrating that children’s role is not a simple stimulus–response process, but is realized through the prospective 
association between child behavior and the maintenance of mothers’ negative internal emotional states. This is consistent 
with the core propositions of family stress theory.70,71 According to the ABC-X model of family stress,70,71 stress outcomes 
(X) are not determined solely by the stressor (A, such as children’s problem behaviors), but depend on the cognitive appraisal 
of the stressor (C) and the available coping resources (B). Children’s problem behaviors, as objective stressors (A), exert 
negative longitudinal associations only when mothers appraise them as persistent and depleting challenges (ie., parenting 
stress, C), which ultimately leads to a decline in maternal parenting psychological flexibility (X). This finding confirms that 
mothers’ subjective stress experiences serve as a crucial cognitive–emotional link between external events and internal 
psychological outcomes. It also provides a direct theoretical basis and a precise intervention target for psychological 
interventions aimed at reducing maternal parenting stress.

In addition, consistent with the study’s objective and providing support for Hypothesis 3, this study found that perceived 
coparenting quality moderated the association between maternal parenting stress and parenting psychological flexibility. 
Specifically, higher perceived coparenting quality buffered the negative effect of parenting stress on psychological flexibility. 
This finding is highly consistent with empirical research emphasizing the protective function of coparenting. For example, Beck 
et al found that high-quality interactions between spouses reduced the negative association between parenting stress and 
parenting psychological flexibility.40 According to family systems theory, families consist of interdependent and mutually 
influential subsystems (eg., the coparenting subsystem and the parent–child subsystem), and the behaviors and emotions of each 
member are shaped by the functioning of these subsystems.10 When mothers perceive high-quality coparenting, the coparenting 
subsystem provides buffering resources to the parent–child subsystem. Even under high levels of parenting stress, adequate 
coparenting support can protect mothers’ cognitive and emotional resources, enabling them to maintain awareness and 
acceptance.72 As a result, the negative longitudinal link between stress and psychological flexibility is weakened. Conversely, 
when perceived coparenting quality is low, it becomes an additional stressor that interacts with parenting stress, further depleting 
mothers’ psychological resources and increasing the likelihood of rigid and avoidant coping patterns.73 Under such conditions, 
the damaging effect of stress on psychological flexibility is intensified. The stress-buffering theory further posits that social 
support resources primarily operate along the stress–adaptation pathway by influencing individuals’ appraisal of stress, coping 
strategies, and recovery processes, thereby mitigating the detrimental effects of stress on psychological well-being.74 The present 
study found that coparenting significantly moderated the pathway from parenting stress to parenting psychological flexibility, 
providing a concrete illustration of this model within the family context. Supportive involvement from a spouse may help 
mothers maintain cognitive openness and reduce emotional exhaustion in high-stress situations through shared parenting 
responsibilities, emotional validation, and collaborative problem-solving,72 thereby preserving their psychological flexibility. 
Notably, while Western models often emphasize individual-level coping strategies,75 these results underscore that in the Chinese 
cultural context—where collective family harmony and interdependence are highly prioritized—supportive involvement from 
a spouse is a vital systemic resource.76 Shared parenting responsibilities and emotional validation may be especially critical for 
Chinese mothers to maintain cognitive openness and lower levels of emotional exhaustion in high-stress situations,77 thereby 
facilitating the maintenance of their psychological flexibility.

Limitations and Future Directions
This study has several limitations. First, convenience sampling was used, and participants were recruited from a specific 
region. Given the challenges of data collection in three-wave longitudinal studies, this sampling strategy was initially 
intended to improve collection efficiency and minimize participant attrition by establishing closer recruitment channels. 
However, this approach may introduce selection bias (eg., the sample may be more concentrated in families with higher 
childcare focus or higher education levels), resulting in a more homogeneous demographic profile and limiting the 
general applicability of the research results. Future research should validate the model using more diverse and 
representative samples (eg., across different provinces or countries) to examine its cross-population stability.
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Second, regarding the measurement tools, this study only used the Parenting Distress subscale of the PSI-SF. While 
this aligns with the study’s focus on maternal internal psychological adjustment, this approach somewhat narrows the 
concept of parenting stress and fails to encompass dimensions such as parent–child interaction dysfunction. Future 
research should attempt to use more comprehensive assessment tools to more fully characterize the multifaceted nature of 
parenting stress.

Third, all core variables were measured maternal self-report. Although parenting stress, perceived coparenting quality, 
and psychological flexibility are inherently subjective constructs, and the three-wave longitudinal design employed in this 
study helps mitigate common method bias by separating measurements over time, relying on a single data source may not 
fully eliminate common method bias. This limitation slightly weakens the interpretive strength of the longitudinal links 
identified. Furthermore, a single informant may not comprehensively capture the complexity of family interactions. 
Future studies should adopt multi-informant (eg., incorporating father-reports or objective observations) and multi- 
method measurement strategies to further validate the robustness of the proposed model.

Fourth, regarding the model structure, although we controlled for stability effects by including autoregressive paths 
for the outcome variable across three waves, our model remains a directional time-lagged regression rather than 
a reciprocal cross-lagged panel design. Consequently, while the longitudinal data supports the theoretical temporal 
ordering of the mediation chain, it cannot be interpreted as evidence of strict causality. We explicitly acknowledge that 
unmeasured confounding factors or reciprocal influences may exist, and future studies should utilize more complex 
longitudinal modeling (eg., Random Intercept Cross-Lagged Panel Models) to further parse out within-person effects.

Finally, future studies should extend this model to the broader family system, including fathers and grandparents. 
Integrating a motivational framework—such as the behavior classification system proposed by Ahmadi et al—could 
further clarify how psychological resources translate into specific motivational dynamics (eg., autonomy support vs. 
control).78 This direction will facilitate more comprehensive, process-oriented modeling of the complex interplay 
between stressors and psychological flexibility within the family ecology.

Theoretical and Practical Implications
Despite these limitations, this study offers important theoretical and practical implications. First, this study elucidates the 
underlying mechanism of the child-driven effect, moving beyond previous research that focused primarily on direct 
effects. Although earlier studies have identified associations between children’s problem behaviors and parental psycho
logical states, the present longitudinal mediation model suggests that parenting stress is a key temporal mediator. This 
finding enriches the conceptualization of the child-driven effect by highlighting that children primarily influence mothers’ 
core psychological resources through the activation and maintenance of negative subjective stress experiences, rather 
than through direct impact. This provides a clear mechanistic explanation of how children’s characteristics shape parental 
psychological adaptation over time. Second, this study provides longitudinal empirical support for the core propositions 
of family systems theory. The significant moderating effect of perceived coparenting quality on the pathway from 
parenting stress to psychological flexibility confirms that the functioning of one family subsystem can influence another. 
This cross-temporal evidence strengthens the explanatory power of family systems theory in understanding dynamic 
family processes. Third, this study tests the stress-buffering theory within a family context. The observed moderation 
effect clearly suggests how a specific resource—perceived spousal support in parenting—functions as predicted by the 
theory. Perceived coparenting support reduces the negative impact of parenting stress on psychological flexibility and 
serves as a key buffering resource in the parental stress process.

The findings of this study may offer potential practical directions for supporting maternal mental health and family 
functioning. First, the results highlight the importance of early identification and systematic attention to children’s 
problem behaviors, which should be considered key indicators of overall family psychological health. Since children’s 
behaviors are longitudinally associated with maternal psychological adaptation through parenting stress, practitioners 
should assess parental stress levels—especially among mothers—when addressing children’s externalizing or internaliz
ing problems. Improving children’s behaviors may not only be essential for their own development but could also be 
linked to protecting maternal psychological resources and maintaining healthy family functioning. In family counseling 
and parent–child interventions, efforts to improve children’s behavior could potentially be accompanied by timely stress 
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management support and resource provision for mothers, which may help interrupt negative cycles within the family 
system and promoting the well-being of both children and mothers. Second, the findings suggest that parenting stress 
could be regarded as a potential intervention target. Compared with solely managing children’s behavior or directly 
training psychological flexibility, prevention and intervention efforts may be more effective when focused on helping 
mothers develop adaptive stress appraisal and coping strategies. For example, psychoeducation on stress management, 
mindfulness techniques to reduce emotional reactivity, and cognitive–behavioral strategies might contribute to mitigating 
the depletion of psychological flexibility. Finally, interventions could consider extending beyond the individual level to 
the family system level. The buffering role of perceived coparenting quality points to the potential benefit of strengthen
ing the coparenting alliance. Clinical practice and parent support programs should actively involve fathers or partners and 
focus on cultivating cooperative parenting, constructive communication, joint problem-solving, and mutual affirmation. 
Strengthening the coparenting buffer can help mothers respond more resiliently to parenting stress.

Conclusions
This study employed a three-wave longitudinal design over one year to investigate the underlying longitudinal associa
tions through which children’s problem behaviors relate to maternal parenting psychological flexibility. By re-evaluating 
the initial longitudinal framework, this research offers a synthesized perspective on the complex landscape of maternal 
parenting psychological flexibility. The lack of support for a direct prospective link (H1) suggests that children’s problem 
behaviors are not directly associated with maternal parenting psychological flexibility; instead, the findings reveal 
a process-oriented reality where children’s problem behaviors are internalized through parenting stress (H2) and 
significantly buffered by the strength of the relationship resulting from perceived coparenting quality (H3). This evidence 
elevates the understanding of maternal parenting psychological flexibility from an isolated individual trait to a dynamic 
capacity deeply embedded within the family ecology. Ultimately, these results suggest that the most effective way to 
safeguard maternal mental health is to move beyond child-centered symptomatic focus toward a systemic paradigm—one 
that prioritizes both cognitive-emotional appraisal and the collaborative parenting partnership as the critical pivot points 
for enduring family stability.
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