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Background: To promote the balanced development with the population, China has phased out a one-child policy in 2016, and a two- 
child policy was launched, which has led to dramatic changes in family structure. The transition could be a huge challenge for 
adolescents who are in a period of psychological vulnerability.
Purpose: This study explored the differences and predictors of family dynamics and functioning between two-child and one-child 
families in the context of China’s two-child policy.
Methods: We used the Self-rating scale of Systemic Family Dynamics (SSFD) and Family Assessment Device-General Functioning 
(FAD-GF) to investigate the family dynamics, family functioning, and family structure and status of 3289 adolescents under the 
background of China’s two-child policy.
Results: Results revealed that the mean scores for family atmosphere, personalization, disease concept, overall family dynamics, and 
family functioning health rate of the one-child families were higher than those of the two-child families. Parental marital status, 
mother’s education, annual household income, and family economic satisfaction in two-child and one-child families was positively 
correlated with family dynamics and functioning, but not significantly associated with living style, parental age and employment. 
Family financial satisfaction, parental marital status, and distress in the family were predictors of family dynamics and functioning, and 
parental preference was also an important factor in two-child families.
Conclusion: The findings suggest family atmosphere, personality, disease concept, family dynamics, and family functioning of the 
one-child families were better than those of the two-child families. Unlike one-child families, parental preference is an important 
predictor of family dynamics and functioning in two child families. This study increases our understanding of adolescents psycho-
logical problems during family structure transitions under the background of fertility policy, providing psychologists with more 
evidence-based evidence and intervention directions.
Keywords: family structure, family dynamics, family functioning, adolescents, two-child families

Background
The family is a complex assemblage based on emotional bonds, and the continuous interaction of family members may 
determine the direction of family dynamics and functioning.1,2 Family dynamics is an abstract generalization of 
interpersonal interaction patterns and psychological processes within a family, while family functioning is an indicator 
of family structure, organization, and mental health.3,4 However, different family models are characterized by different 
family dynamics and functioning.5 Members of divorced families tend to adopt more extreme forms of logic in their 
value judgments of family dynamics, among which minor children have lower family functionings in areas such as 
emotional response, emotional intervention, and behavioral control.6 The imbalance of family environment has an impact 
on family happiness, family cohesion, family functioning, and the psychological development of adolescents.7 Bereaved 
families tend to have an unbalanced family structure, dysfunctional family and declining family cohesion.8 Chinese 
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families may be facing enormous challenges from changes in family members and models due to the implementation of 
the two-child policy.

In China, the end of the one-child policy is changing the traditional family structures and social support systems.9 In 
1982, to balance the speed of population growth and economic development, the state implemented the one-child policy, 
which encouraged couples to have only one child.10,11 Over the 40 years since the implementation of this policy, China’s 
economic development has made great achievements.12 To promote the balanced development with the population, the one- 
child policy was phased out in 2016, and the two-child policy was launched; that is couples may now have two children.13 

At present, second children account for 57% of births.14 It is estimated that by 2030, the second child birth rate will exceed 
60%, and the number of two-child families will reach 170 million.15 There seems to be a big difference in the opinions of 
parents and adolescent on whether they are ready to have a second child, whether to accept siblings, how to face sibling 
competition or parental preferences. Gu16 et al found that the social anxiety of children in grade 4–6 with siblings was 
significantly higher than that of only children, and depression was positively correlated with the conflict degree of the 
sibling relationship. From the perspective of systemic family constructivism, changes in the number of family members are 
a collective process involving the whole family system, which may trigger an imbalance in family relationships.17,18

Adolescence is a period of vulnerability for cognitive, behavioural, emotional and physical development.19 Family 
structure transition remains an important dimension of heterogeneity in adolescent life, and different family dynamics and 
functioning could differentially shape adolescent emotional functioning and social development.20 Research suggests that 
adolescents in a family model of sibling bullying are associated with negative family dynamics that may have long-term 
effects on well-being in adulthood.21 In family therapy for nonsuicidal self-injury (NSSI), imbalanced family cohesion and 
dynamics were found to be associated with the duration, periodicity, frequency, and severity of self-injurious behaviours in 
adolescents.22–24 However, it has also been suggested that the more siblings the child has, the better his/her family 
functioning and health-related quality of life will be, and that the most robust protective factor in family structure is having 
siblings.25,26 In particular, there are different views on the results of social agreeableness, personality adaptability, and 
emotional stability of adolescents in the one-child and non-one child families classification study.27

Despite recent increased interest in the effectiveness of family dynamics and functioning in family members’ 
psychological problems or family therapy, few studies have assessed the effect of family structure transitions on family 
dynamics and functioning from adolescents’ perspective.28,29 In the context of China’s two-child policy, the breaking of 
traditional family structure may bring unknown challenges to two-child families. Through this representative group of 
adolescents, we explore the effect of changes in family structure on family dynamics and functioning.

Methods
Study Design
This study was designed as a large, multicentre, cross-sectional survey. The sample size of the study was calculated using 
PASS version 21.0.3 (NCSS LLC, Utah, USA), a sample size and power analysis software. According to the literature on the 
family dynamics and functioning of adolescents,30,31 the significance level (α) was 0.05, the confidence level (1-α) was 0.95, 
the allowable error (δ) was 1, and the standard deviation (σ) was 12.The total population of middle school students in Shanghai 
in 2019 was 610,400,32 and the calculated sample size was 556. The nonresponse rate was set at 10%, and the calculated 
sample size was 618. The questionnaire pass rate was set at 90%, and the calculated sample size was 686. According to 
the second-child family rate of 35.7% in this region in 2019,32 the minimum overall sample size was 1922.

Participants and Randomization Procedure
Eleven middle schools in different regions were randomly selected from 826 middle schools in Shanghai by a stratified 
sampling method from October 1, 2020 to March 31, 2021.33 It was stratified based on different grades, numbered with 
natural numbers by class, and randomly sampled by SPSS version 26.0 (SPSS, Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). The following 
inclusion criteria were employed: (1) 13 years old ≤ age ≤19 years old; (2) the ability of reading and comprehension 
skills at junior high school level or above; (3) no history of severe hearing, visual, and intellectual impairment in the 
student’s health record; and (4) both participants and guardians agreed to participate in the survey and signed the 
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informed consent form. The following exclusion criteria were employed: (1) severe limb disability, extracranial trauma or 
surgical history; (2) have a brain disease or intellectual disability; and (3) participants or guardians who refused to the 
informed consent form, or withdrew halfway. This survey is based on a non-remunerable and voluntary approach. A total 
of 3547 informed consent forms were distributed prior to the survey, and 3371 individuals agreed to participate (95.04%). 
The survey was conducted with a paper questionnaire for students after class, and child psychologists and school 
psychotherapists gave unified guidance to the respondents and checked the completion. A total of 3289 valid ques-
tionnaires were collected, and the attrition rate was 2.43% (n=82). The identifiable information of participants was 
withheld throughout the survey to protect their privacy.

Measures
Self-Rating Scale of Systemic Family Dynamics (SSFD)
The SSFD scale was developed and revised by Zhao and Kang et al in 2003 based on Heidelberg Family Dynamics 
Theory.34 The scale evaluates family dynamics based on 23 items in four dimensions. The four dimensions include: (1) 
family atmosphere, which refers to the emotional characteristics of communication within the family. High score 
indicates “hostile and dull”, low score indicates “relaxed and happy”; (2) personalization, which refers to the degree 
of differentiation of emotions and behaviors among family members. High score indicates low differentiation, unclear 
self-boundaries, low score indicates high differentiation, self-reliance; (3) system logic, which refers to the logical 
characteristics of the value judgment of family members. High score indicates a typical “either/or”, low score indicates 
a typical “both. And.”; (4) disease concept, which refers to family members’ perceptions of self-responsibility for the 
disease process. High score indicates “complete victim”, low score indicates “complete perpetrator”. The Cronbach’s α 
coefficient was 0.79, and the remeasuring reliability was 0.84.35 The scale were scored on a five-point Likert (1 = 
completely consistent to 5 = completely inconsistent). The final score of each dimension was calculated using the 
maximum difference normalization method. The higher the overall score, the better the family dynamics in that 
dimension.

Family Assessment Device-General Functioning (FAD-GF)
The 12-item FAD-GF is a shorter version of the McMaster Family Assessment Device (FAD) by Epstein in 1983.36,37 It 
provides self-reported measures of overall family functioning health or pathology. It includes six positively worded 
statements to describe healthy family functioning, such as we turn to each other for support in times of crisis. Other six 
are negatively worded statements to describe pathological family functioning, such as we cannot talk to each other about 
the sadness we feel. Each item of the FAD-GF was found to correlate highly with the six dimensions of the FAD scale.38 

The scale was required to be completed by family members aged 12 and older. Li et al created the Chinese version in 
1993. The Cronbach’s α coefficient was 0.91, and the remeasuring reliability was 0.85.39 The scale were scored on a four- 
point Likert; 1 point: strongly agree; 2 points: agree; 3 points: disagree; 4 points: strongly disagree. The sum of values is 
divided by 12 to give a total score ranging from 1.0 to 4.0. Lower scale scores indicate better family functioning. The cut- 
off score is 2, with 2 and above indicating unhealthy family functioning.

Control Variables
We controlled for sociodemographic factors such as grade, age, gender, annual household income (≦$15,000,>$15,000 
and ≦$45,000,>$45,000 and ≦$75,000,>$75,000), family economic satisfaction (dissatisfied, average, satisfied), two- 
child families or not (yes, no), ranking in two-child families (1st, 2nd), parental preference (prefer siblings, no 
preference, prefer me), way of living (with parents, with grandparents, with parents and grandparents), parental marital 
status (good, ordinary, frequent quarrels, separation, divorce or widowhood), distress in this family (none, emotional, 
behavioral, communication, others), father or mother`s age, father or mother`s education (junior high school and below, 
senior high school, college and above), and father or mother`s employment status (yes, no). Among them, grade and age 
are continuous variables, and the rest are categorical variables.
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Data Analysis
Data were analysed using R Foundation for Statistical Computing (version 4.1.1). We used the mean ± standard deviation 
to statistically describe continuous data in two groups, and used the t test for intergroup comparisons, with effect size 
Cohen’s d. For classified data in two groups, the frequency (percentage) was used for statistical description, and the χ2 

test was used for intergroup comparison, with effect size w. Spearman correlation analysis was used to evaluate the 
correlation of family structure with family dynamics and functions in two groups. The independent variables were set the 
various dimensions of family structure, and the total score of family dynamics and functioning of two groups were the 
dependent variables. Multiple linear regression analysis was performed to identify predictors of family structure with 
family dynamics and functioning, and the variance inflation factor (VIF) excluded multicollinearity. The effect size was 
F and the difference was statistically significant at p< 0.05.

Ethics Statement
The protocol for this research was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Shanghai Pudong New Area 
Mental Health Center and Tongji University School of Medicine (No: PDJWLL2019008). All procedures were 
performed in accordance with the ethical standards of the responsible committee on human experimentation (institutional 
and national) and the Helsinki Declaration of 1975, as revised in 2008. The participants and guardians provided written 
informed consent to participate in this study.

Results
Demographic Characteristics and Family Structure
The demographic characteristics and family structure among adolescents from the two-child families, the one-child 
families, and the overall sample are shown in Table 1. A total of 991 (30.13%) of the 3289 participants were from two- 
child families and 2298 (69.89%) were from one-child families. A total of 520 (52.47%) participants from two-child 
families and 1110 (48.30%) from one-child families were female. Among adolescents from two-child families, older 
children accounted for the highest proportion (61.15%), and the proportion of those who believed that their parents 

Table 1 Demographic Characteristics and Family Structure Variables of Adolescents from Two-Child and One-Child Families

Variable Total (n=3289) Two-Child  
Families (n=991)

One-Child  
Families (n=2298)

t /χ2 p

Grade, (mean ± SD) 8.38±1.62 7.93±1.35 8.58±1.68 10.68a <0.001***
Age in years, (mean ± SD) 14.42±1.70 13.94±1.43 14.62±1.76 10.70a <0.001***

Sex, n (%) 4.72b 0.028*

Male 1659 (50.44) 471 (47.53) 1188 (51.70)
Female 1630 (49.56) 520 (52.47) 1110 (48.30)

Annual household income, n (%) 24.45b <0.001***
≦$15,000 641 (19.49) 183 (18.47) 458 (19.93)

>$15,000 and ≦$45,000 1904 (57.89) 536 (54.09) 1368 (59.53)

>$45,000 and ≦$75,000 447 (13.59) 149 (15.04) 298 (12.97)
>75,000 297 (9.03) 123 (12.41) 174 (7.57)

Family economic satisfaction, n (%) 0.09b 0.954

Dissatisfied 116 (3.53) 35 (3.53) 81 (3.52)
Average 1314 (39.95) 392 (39.56) 922 (40.12)

Satisfied 1859 (56.52) 564 (56.91) 1295 (56.35)

Two-child families or not, n (%) NA NA
Yes 991 (30.13) NA NA

No 2298 (69.87) NA NA

Ranking in two-child families, n (%) NA NA
First NA 606 (61.15) NA

Second NA 385 (38.85) NA

(Continued)
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preferred them was the smallest (7.77%).In addition, most of the participants had an annual family income ranging from 
$15,000 to $45,000 (57.89%), were satisfied with the family economy (56.52%), lived with their parents (82.24%), and 
thought that their parents had good marital status (69.41%). Interestingly, the annual family income of two-child families 
is higher than that of one-child families (χ2=24.45, p<0.001), while the parents’ level of education in one-child families is 
higher than that in two-child families (χ2=30.87 to 37.45, p<0.001), and one-child families have less distress than two- 
child families (χ2=16.72, p=0.002), and there was a significant difference between groups.

Family Dynamics and Functioning
Figure 1 shows a comparison of the family dynamics and functioning among adolescents from two-child families and 
one-child families. The mean scores for family atmosphere (68.96±22.20 vs 66.13±23.21), personalization (66.12±22.59 

Table 1 (Continued). 

Variable Total (n=3289) Two-Child  
Families (n=991)

One-Child  
Families (n=2298)

t /χ2 p

Parental preference, n (%) NA NA
Prefer siblings NA 150 (15.14) NA

No preference NA 764 (77.09) NA

Prefer me NA 77 (7.77) NA
Way of living, n (%) 0.12b 0.941

With parents 2705 (82.24) 817 (82.44) 1888 (82.16)

With grandparents 381 (11.58) 112 (11.30) 269 (11.71)
With parents and grandparents 203 (6.17) 62 (6.26) 141 (6.14)

Parents’ marital status, n (%) 8.68b 0.070

Good 2283 (69.41) 700 (70.64) 1583 (68.89)
Ordinary 614 (18.67) 190 (19.17) 424 (18.45)

Frequent quarrels 99 (3.01) 34 (3.43) 65 (2.83)

Separation 57 (1.73) 13 (1.31) 44 (1.91)
Divorce or widowhood 236 (7.18) 54 (5.45) 182 (7.92)

Distress in this family, n (%) 16.72b 0.002**

None 2038 (61.96) 570 (57.52) 1468 (63.88)
Emotional 675 (20.52) 213 (21.49) 462 (20.10)

Behavioral 34 (1.03) 14 (1.41) 20 (0.87)

Communication 279 (8.48) 106 (10.70) 173 (7.53)
Others 263 (8.00) 88 (8.88) 175 (7.62)

Father’s age in years, (mean ± SD) 42.95±5.00 42.64±5.28 43.08±4.87 2.31a 0.021*

Father’s education, n (%) 37.45b <0.001***
Junior high school and below 466 (14.17) 196 (19.78) 270 (11.75)

Senior high school 1461 (44.42) 422 (42.58) 1039 (45.21)

College and above 1362(41.41) 373 (37.64) 989 (43.04)
Father’s employment status, n (%) 3.33b 0.068

Yes 2067 (62.85) 646 (65.19) 1421 (61.84)

No 1222 (37.15) 345 (34.81) 877 (38.16)
Mother’s age in years, (mean ± SD) 40.52±3.99 40.56±4.66 40.50±3.67 −0.34a 0.734

Mother’s education, n (%) 30.84b <0.001***

Junior high school and below 1672 (50.84) 560 (56.51) 1112 (48.39)
Senior high school 302 (9.18) 106 (10.70) 196 (8.53)

College and above 1315 (39.98) 325 (32.80) 990 (43.08)

Mother’s employment status, n (%) 9.26b 0.002**
Yes 525 (52.98) 1349 (58.70)

No 1415 (43.02) 466 (47.02) 949 (41.30)

Notes: at test, bχ2 test;*p< 0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.01. 
Abbreviation: NA, not applicable.
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vs.63.03±22.82), disease concept (52.81±22.76 vs.48.80±24.22), and overall family dynamics (56.80±14.34 vs 54.06 
±15.09) of the one-child families were higher than those of the two-child families, and there were significant differences 
between the two groups (t=3.30 to 4.94, p<0.01). The mean score of system logic of the two-child families was higher 
than that of the one-child families (63.17±19.66 vs 62.02±19.87), and there was no significant difference (t=−1.53, 
p=0.127). Furthermore, the mean score for family functioning in the one-child families was lower than that in the two- 
child families (1.88±0.53 vs 1.95±0.53, t=−3.72, p<0.001), the health rate of family functioning in the one-child families 
was higher than that in the two-child families (64.97% vs 57.27%, χ2=17.61, p<0.001), and there were significant 
differences.

Correlation Analysis
Pearson correlation analysis was conducted on the family structure, family dynamics and functioning among 
adolescents from two-child and one-child families. As Figure 2 and Table 2 shows, the mother’s level of 
education, annual household income, and family economic satisfaction were positively correlated with the family 
dynamics of the two groups (r=0.042 to 0.291, p<0.01) and negatively correlated with the score of family 
functioning for two groups (r=−0.364 to −0.076, p<0.01). Meanwhile, the marital status of parents was 
negatively correlated with the family dynamics of the two groups (r=−0.169 to −0.130, p<0.01) and positively 
correlated with the score of family functioning for two groups (r=0.260 to 0.265, p<0.01). There was no 
significant relationship between way of living, parental age and employment, family dynamics and functioning 
in two-child families (p>0.05), but parental preference was positively correlated with family dynamics (r=0.183, 
p<0.01) and negatively correlated with the score for family functioning (r=−0.208, p<0.01). System logic was 
positively correlated with level of parental education in one-child families (r=0.056 to 0.092, p<0.01) and 
negatively correlated with parental employment and marital status (r=−0.073 to −0.041, p<0.05), but there was 
no significant correlation with these aspects in two-child families (p>0.05).

Figure 1 Family dynamics and functioning among adolescents from two-child and one-child families. 
Notes: *p< 0.01, **p< 0.001. 
Abbreviations: SSFD, Self-rating scale of Systemic Family Dynamics; FA, Family atmosphere; PL, Personalization; SL, System logic; DC, Disease concept; FAD-GF, Family 
Assessment Device-General Functioning.
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Hierarchical Regression Analysis
The independent variables was the four models of family structure, including the general family environment, paternal 
roles, maternal roles, ranking in two-child families and parental preference; the total score of family dynamics and 
functioning of two-child and one-child families were the dependent variables for hierarchical regression analysis. The 
results showed that the final regression models for both two-child and one-child families had significant statistical 
significance (F= 12.302 to 36.784, p<0.001), which can explain the greater influence of independent variables of family 
structure on family dynamics and functioning. Maternal roles made a significant incremental contribution of variance 
(0.1% to 0.5%) to the prediction of the score beyond the variance explained by general family environment and paternal 
roles in one-child families. However, ranking and parental preference made a significant incremental contribution of 
variance (1.6% to 1.9%) to the prediction of the score beyond the variance explained by other models in two-child 
families. In the final model, family economic satisfaction, parental marital status, and family distress were significant 
predictors of family dynamics and functioning in two-child and one-child families (B=−1.562 to 6.156, p<0.05). Parental 
preference was also a significant influencing factor of family dynamics and functioning in two-child families (B=−0.156 
to 4.161, p<0.001)(Table 3).

Discussion
We investigated the family structure, family dynamics and family functioning among adolescents from two-child and 
one-child families by the SSFD and FAD-GF, and explored the differences and influencing factors of family dynamics 
and functioning between the two groups. Our study is the first to focus on the family dynamics and functioning in the 
context of China’s two-child policy, which is a new research direction. The findings of this particular group can provide 
additional insights into family patterns in different contexts. We found that family atmosphere, personality, disease 
concept, family dynamics, and family functioning of the one-child families were better than those of the two-child 
families. A study of 229 Danish families showed that family dynamics became less positive with the birth of a second 
child.40 White et al found that the number of children in the family was negatively related to family dynamics.41 Some 

Figure 2 The bubble chart of correlation between family structure with family dynamics and functioning among adolescents from two-child and one-child families. 
Abbreviations: SSFD, Self-rating scale of Systemic Family Dynamics; FA, Family atmosphere; PL, Personalization; SL, System logic; DC, Disease concept; FAD-GF, Family 
Assessment Device-General Functioning.
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Table 2 Correlation Analysis of Family Structure with Family Dynamics and Functioning Among Adolescents from Two-Child and One-Child Families

Variable One-Child Families Two-Child Families

SSFD-FA SSFD-PL SSFD-SL SSFD-DC SSFD FAD-GF SSFD-FA SSFD-PL SSFD-SL SSFD-DC SSFD FAD-GF

Ranking in two-child families −0.002 −0.005 0.002 −0.082** −0.027 0.035

Parental preference 0.221*** 0.222*** 0.067* 0.077* 0.183*** −0.208***
Way of living −0.020 0.014 −0.033 −0.032 0.002 0.052* −0.002 −0.007 0.035 −0.043 −0.023 −0.007

Father’s age −0.025 0.042* −0.011 0.066** 0.038 −0.005 0.021 0.036 0.013 0.043 0.038 −0.003

Father’s employment −0.038 −0.015 −0.044* 0.014 −0.007 0.059** −0.048 0.012 −0.034 −0.015 −0.017 0.041
Father’s education 0.086*** 0.036 0.092*** 0.038 0.037 −0.091*** 0.116*** 0.082*** 0.030 0.117*** 0.114*** −0.102**

Mother’s age 0.016 0.077*** 0.001 0.096*** 0.079*** −0.032 −0.009 0.026 0.013 0.044 0.020 0.025

Mother’s employment −0.051* −0.038 −0.041* −0.021 −0.035 0.054** −0.045 −0.029 0.034 −0.028 −0.051 0.020
Mother’s education 0.069** 0.049* 0.056** 0.028 0.042* −0.087*** 0.088** 0.087** −0.003 0.108** 0.114*** −0.086**

Parents’ marital status −0.283*** −0.138*** −0.073*** −0.087*** −0.169*** 0.265*** −0.277*** −0.087** −0.040 −0.041 −0.130*** 0.260***

Annual household income 0.077*** 0.071** 0.003 0.104*** 0.095*** −0.076*** 0.119*** 0.100*** 0.031 0.091** 0.111*** −0.113***
Family economic satisfaction 0.296** 0.203** 0.101** 0.122** 0.210** −0.271** 0.387*** 0.291*** 0.106** 0.149*** 0.291*** 0.387***

Distress in this family −0.226*** −0.202*** −0.061** −0.034 −0.166*** 0.197*** −0.247*** −0.203*** −0.087** −0.006 −0.153*** 0.252***

Notes: *p< 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p< 0.001. 
Abbreviations: SSFD, Self-rating scale of Systemic Family Dynamics; FA, Family atmosphere; PL, Personalization; SL, System logic; DC, Disease concept; FAD-GF, Family Assessment Device-General Functioning.
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Table 3 Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis on Family Dynamics and Functioning Among Adolescents from Two-Child and One-Child Families

Variable One-Child Families Two-Child Families

Family Dynamics (B) Family Functioning (B) Family Dynamics (B) Family Functioning (B)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

(Constant) 48.784*** 39.873*** 35.014*** 2.106*** 2.216*** 2.302*** 39.008*** 28.081*** 31.396*** 27.51*** 2.439*** 2.702*** 2.527*** 2.672***

Way of living 0.453 0.602 0.659 0.027 0.026 0.026 −0.705 −0.668 −0.833 −1.148* −0.012 −0.012 −0.006 0.006

Parents’ marital status −1.513*** −1.554*** −1.562*** 0.096*** 0.096*** 0.096*** −1.008* −1.081* −1.179** −1.158* 0.099*** 0.100*** 0.105*** 0.104***

Annual household income 0.904** 0.976** 0.883** −0.007 −0.002 0.001 1.161* 0.879 0.848 0.787 −0.035* −0.027 −0.026 −0.024

Family economic satisfaction 4.255*** 4.531*** 4.506*** −0.205*** −0.202 −0.201*** 6.708*** 6.665*** 6.650*** 6.156*** −0.269*** −0.268*** −0.265*** −0.246***

Distress in this family −1.569*** −1.548*** −1.543*** 0.066*** 0.067*** 0.067*** −1.099 −1.161** −1.245*** −1.091** 0.072*** 0.073*** 0.076*** 0.071***

Father’s age in years 0.159** −0.012 −0.001*** 0.001 0.148 0.263 0.25 −0.003 −0.012** −0.012**

Father’s employment status 1.201 2.362** −0.005 −0.026 1.198 3.376** 2.975* −0.028 −0.061 −0.046

Father education −0.252 −0.516 −0.028 −0.014 1.803** 1.119 1.036 −0.050* −0.035 −0.031

Mother’s age in years 0.329** −0.005 −0.169* −0.178 0.013* 0.013**

Mother’s employment status −1.624 0.017 −2.678 −2.473* 0.031 0.023

Mother education 0.188 −0.018 0.983 1.006 −0.023 −0.023

Ranking in two-child families −1.02 0.042

Parental preference 4.161*** −0.156***

R2 0.084 0.088 0.093 0.148 0.149 0.150 0.105 0.116 0.124 0.141 0.205 0.211 0.218 0.236

ΔR2 0.084 0.004 0.005 0.148 0.001 0.001 0.105 0.011 0.009 0.016 0.205 0.006 0.006 0.019

F 41.777*** 27.540*** 21.379*** 79.401*** 50.066*** 36.784*** 23.180*** 16.076*** 12.643*** 12.302*** 50.944*** 32.884*** 24.770*** 23.244***

Notes: *p< 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p< 0.001.
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studies have suggested that family structure imbalances can also lead to impaired family functioning, increased risk of 
overweight/obesity, and depressive symptoms in adolescents.42,43 This also highlights the findings in natural studies of 
family patterns under changes in fertility policy, namely that increases in the number of family members contributes to 
stabilize family life, but also rigidifies family dynamics and functioning, where associations may result from complex 
relationships among family members, or sibling rivalry, or excessive parental attention or neglect of new members, or 
increasing family economic pressures.44

Simultaneously, we found that parental marital status, mother’s level of education, annual household income, and 
family economic satisfaction in two-child and one-child families were positively correlated with family dynamics and 
functioning, but not significantly associated with lifestyle, parental age and employment. For two-child families, 
adolescents who were favoured by their parents scored higher on family dynamics and functioning. A Finnish study 
involving 49,534 participants showed that families with harmonious parents and older parents showed better family 
functioning, and that poor family economic conditions may limit children’s development and increase the risk of 
attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).45 From a sample of 2000 twins, it was found that parental 
preferences may determine family dynamics, affecting children’s cognitive, language, motor, and socioemotional skills, 
and those preferences will be maintained from birth throughout childhood.46 However, the results of parental age-related 
research differed from our finding, which may be due to traditional Chinese family concepts and cross-cultural education 
methods.47

Furthermore, there are different hypotheses for predictive models of family dynamics and functioning. Latino 
Acculturation and Health Project (LAHP) data showed that parental marital and parent-child conflict predict family 
dynamics and adolescent aggression.48 Stuart et al suggested that the family dynamics pathway model has a biphasic 
relationship with adolescent well-being and cognition of family conflict, and that adolescent age has a moderating 
effect on the predictive model.49 Parent-child dyad studies identified family functioning as a predictor of children’s 
behavioural health and quality of life but not with family structural characteristics.50 For the family model under the 
special policy background in China, financial satisfaction, parental marital status, and distress in the family were 
predictors of family dynamics and functioning, and parental preference was also an important factor in two-child 
families.

The psychopathology and brain mechanisms underlying poor family dynamics and dysfunction due to family 
structure transition remain unclear. Current family psychopathology studies have suggested that the pathogenesis 
of eating disorders may be related to parental personality-related family dynamics, which can also negatively 
impact parenting.51 A cohort study of brain morphology in 2583 families revealed that poor family functioning 
reported by mothers in the face of new family members may be associated with a smaller prepubertal hippocampus 
in children, which may be a neurodevelopmental manifestation of long-term effects in children.52 These findings 
may provide revisited research directions for family dynamics and functioning issues in family structure 
transitions.

Limitations and Future Directions
We also note some limitations. First, due to the limitations imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, the current sample was 
limited to adolescents and has not been extended to each member of the two-child families, potentially leading to a bias 
in the results. Second, we did not extend more measurement tools to assess intra-family attribution or interpersonal 
models. Third, the survey relied on self-reported measures or lacked control for certain confounding variables. With the 
repeal of the birth limit policy, future research will further explore the cut-off values for adolescents’ mental health and 
family functioning in multiple-child families, examining the laws of their psychological development with a longitudinal 
studies. This could lead to better detection of family predictors of mental health problems, providing more insights for 
child psychologists or family therapists.

Conclusions
The findings of this study suggest that family atmosphere, personality, disease concept, family dynamics, and family 
functioning of the one-child families were better than those of the two-child families. Unlike one-child families, parental 
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preference is an important predictor of family dynamics and functioning in two child families. This study increases our 
understanding of adolescents psychological problems during family structure transitions under the background of fertility 
policy, providing psychologists with more evidence-based evidence and family intervention directions.
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