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acceptance of the child’s experience and behavior (Baum-
rind, 1965). In contrast, behavior control describes a strict 
and harsh parenting style that indicates parental monitoring 
and controlling behavior by setting strict rules, limits, and 
punishments (Baumrind, 1966).

Parenting Style and Child Aggressive 
Behavior

Various studies have highlighted that parenting styles are 
strongly associated with the outcome of behavioral problems 
(Berthelon et al., 2020; Marcone et al., 2020). In particular, 
the links to aggressive behavior have been confirmed many 
times (Masud et al., 2019). A negative parenting style char-
acterized by harsh discipline, along with controlling and 
punitive behaviors, facilitates the development of aggres-
sive behavior in young children (Berthelon et al., 2020). 
These predominantly negative interactions between parents 
and children promote antisocial and aggressive behavior 
and can lead to incompetent social behaviors. Children learn 
and manifest negative interaction patterns which they trans-
fer to social interactions outside the parental home (e.g., in 

The important role of parents in children’s behavior devel-
opment has been undisputedly emphasized in the literature. 
Parents can have different parenting styles characterized by 
basic attitudes and behavioral patterns which significantly 
determine the emotional climate in their interaction with the 
child (Pinquart & Gerke, 2019). Two dimensions of parent-
ing styles in particular are consistently emphasized: Parental 
warmth and behavior control. A warm and loving parenting 
style is characterized by the parents’ affection, support, and 
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Abstract
Parenting styles act as a risk or a protective factor for the development of aggressive behavior problems in children. 
Moreover, children with deficits in emotion regulation often show increased aggressive behaviors. Previous studies con-
firm that parenting style also contributes to the development of emotion dysregulation. The present longitudinal study 
aims to understand this complex interplay and analyzes emotion dysregulation as mediating variable for the relationship 
between parental warmth or strictness and aggressive behavior from preschool through elementary school. Additionally, 
parents’ educational level and their unity in parenting were considered as antecedent factors influencing parenting styles. 
The present path analyses are based on questionnaire data from 442 children and their families. The results show indi-
rect effects for the associations between parenting style and aggressive behavior in preschool and elementary school via 
children’s emotion dysregulation. At the same time, a lower level of education and unity in parenting are more strongly 
associated with a strict parenting style. Children’s emotion dysregulation can be positively influenced by a warm and less 
strict parenting style, leading to a reduction in problems with aggressive behavior from preschool to elementary school.
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school or preschool; Roberton et al., 2012). Thus, a strict 
parenting style is considered a consistent predictor of the 
development of children’s aggressive behavior problems 
(Deater-Deckard et al., 2012; Rademacher & Koglin, 2020).

Conversely, a warm and loving parenting style can 
reduce behavior problems in children and strengthen social-
emotional resources (Denham et al., 2000; Eisenberg et al., 
2005). A warm parenting style is associated with a positive 
and loving emotional climate in the family, which supports 
children to behave in a socially competent manner and to 
exhibit less aggressive behaviors (Rademacher &  Koglin, 
2020; Webster-Stratton et al., 2001). At the same time, early 
deficits in parental warmth are significantly related to devel-
opment and maintenance of aggressive behavior problems 
in childhood (Boeldt et al., 2012; Rothenberg et al., 2020). 
Therefore, the current longitudinal study aims to examine 
the relationship between parenting style and aggressive 
behavior in more detail, including the role of emotion dys-
regulation in this context.

The Role of Emotion Dysregulation

In recent years, emotion dysregulation in children has 
become an increasing focus of research. Preceding studies 
were able to identify emotion dysregulation as a transdiag-
nostic factor for various mental disorders in children and 
adolescents such as depression, anxiety, aggressive behav-
ior, and eating problems (Beauchchaine & Cicchetti, 2019; 
McLaughlin et al., 2011; Sheppes et al., 2015).

Emotion regulation is a broad concept and includes 
extrinsic and intrinsic processes and describe the adaptive 
process that influence the experience, intensity, duration, 
and expression of emotions through the use of functional 
regulation strategies (Aldao et al., 2010; Thompson, 1994). 
The term emotion dysregulation describes the deficient use 
of functional emotion regulation strategies and the preferred 
use of dysfunctional strategies (Cole et al., 1994). It refers 
to the inability to control and modulate emotional reac-
tions including sadness, anger, irritability, and frustration. 
According to Cole and Hall (2008), emotion dysregulation is 
characterized by contextually inappropriate emotions which 
either persist for a long period of time or change abruptly. 
The experienced emotions interfere with appropriate behav-
ior, and attempts to regulate them are usually ineffective.

Emotion Dysregulation and Child Aggressive 
Behavior

Children with deficits in emotion regulation often show 
increased aggressive behaviors (Ersan, 2019; Paulus et 
al., 2021). Emotions regulation is a crucial for children’s 

behavior adjustment, but when emotions are primarily dys-
regulated, the development of aggressive behavior prob-
lems is facilitated (Thompson, 2011). Children who show 
enhanced aggressive behavior in preschool are at increased 
risk for academic and social problems in school (Dodge 
et al., 2008). However, Roell and colleagues (2012) indi-
cate that emotion regulation does not always lead directly 
to aggressive behavior. Different child- and environment-
related factors can be part of a complex interrelationship of 
effects. For example, Chang and colleagues (2003) explain 
that parenting style influences child aggression both directly 
and indirectly through children’s emotion dysregulation.

Emotion Dysregulation and Parenting Style

The development of emotion dysregulation is mainly deter-
mined by the family environment. Parenting style can be 
named as a central aspect. Previous research indicated a 
relationship between parenting style and emotion dysregu-
lation in children (Goagoses et al., 2022; Morris et al., 2017; 
Shaw & Starr, 2019). A strict and controlling parenting style 
in particular is associated with emotion dysregulation in 
children. (Shaw & Starr, 2019). This parenting style rep-
resents an external form of regulation by imposing strict 
rules and fixed limits on the children’s behavior from the 
outside. The recurring confrontation with strict and punish-
ing educational measures creates an increased level of nega-
tive arousal in children (Power, 2004). As a result, children 
have a harder time learning appropriate regulatory strategies 
and tend to react with impulsive or aggressive behavior in 
challenging situations (Allan & Lonigan, 2014; Lonigan et 
al., 2017).

On the contrary, a warm parenting style is mainly associ-
ated with a higher degree of functional emotion regulation 
(Houltberg et al., 2012). Parents who primarily practice this 
parenting style, demonstrate greater support and acceptance 
for their children’s emotions and emotional reactions (Zhou 
et al., 2002). In this way, a trusting relationship can be fos-
tered, making it easier for children to regulate themselves 
appropriately (Bernier et al., 2010; von Suchodoletz et al., 
2011).

The Current Study

Parenting styles impact the development of aggressive 
behavior problems in childhood (Masud et al., 2019). There-
fore, the study examines how parenting styles act as a risk 
or a protective factor for children’s behavioral development 
and provides important insights for early prevention and 
intervention approaches. However, understanding this rela-
tionship is complex and requires consideration of additional 
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factors. In particular, the role of child emotion dysregulation 
has been considered in recent years as a key variable related 
to both, parenting style and aggressive behavior (Goagoges 
et al., 2022; Morris et al., 2017). Notably, studies mutually 
examining complex relationships between parenting style, 
emotion dysregulation, and children’s aggressive behavior 
are sparse.

Since aggressive behavior usually exhibits high stabil-
ity (Rademacher et al., 2022), the present study aimed to 
longitudinally examine the impact of parenting style on the 
development of aggressive behavior in children from pre-
school to elementary school. It is hypothesized that the link 
between parenting style and aggressive behavior in both 
preschool and elementary school is mediated through chil-
dren’s emotion dysregulation. Since parenting is a context-
related construct, parents’ level of education and their unity 
in parenting styles are analyzed as antecedent factors. It is 
hypothesized that the predominant use of a particular par-
enting style is affected by parents’ level of education as the 
educational level can influence parents’ ideas, values, and 
goals about child-rearing (Davis-Kean et al., 2021; Kelly et 
al., 2022). Moreover, parents do not always agree on their 
style of parenting. Mothers and fathers can act differently 
in parenting situations and this disagreement can in turn 
have a negative impact on the development of child behav-
ior problems (Kassing et al., 2018). Therefore, the interac-
tion of the parenting style of mother and father in terms of 
parental coparenting and unity in parenting is considered in 
the analyses.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The present study was conducted in Northern Germany in a 
longitudinal design using questionnaire data with two time-
points of measurement as part of a larger research project. 
The data were collected over a time period of three years 
from spring 2016 to spring 2019. At the first timepoint of 
measurement (T1), the participating children were in the last 
year of preschool before starting school. Therefore, the chil-
dren and their families were recruited from 39 preschools 
through ad hoc sampling. Study participation was volun-
tary and informed consent and written parental permis-
sion were obtained. The sample includes N = 442 children 
(three cases with completely missing data were excluded 
in advance). At T1, children’s average age was M = 72.49 
months (SD = 4.20, ranging from 62 to 88 months) and 214 
children of the sample were female (48.42%). At the sec-
ond timepoint of measurement (T2), the children were in 
their second year of elementary school, with a mean age of 

92.77 months (SD = 4.19, ranging from 83 to 107 months). 
The study received a positive vote from the national school 
authorities and was approved by the ethics committee of the 
University of Oldenburg, Germany.

Around 21% of the children are themselves or have a par-
ent who was born outside of Germany. Nearly 94% of the 
children speak German from birth, and just under 90% gen-
erally speak German at home in the families. Around 85% 
of the children live in a household with both parents, and 
for 80% of the children, both parents are the main parenting 
figures. About 27% of the mothers and nearly 28% of the 
fathers have a university degree, and less than 2% of the 
mothers and fathers have no school-leaving qualification.

Measures

For the current study, measures were collected and ana-
lyzed for (1) parenting style, (2) emotion dysregulation, (3) 
aggressive behavior, (4) parents’ educational level, and (5) 
unity in parenting.

Parenting Style

Parenting style was assessed at T1 using the German Par-
enting Style Inventory (Eltern-Erziehungsstil-Inventar, EEI; 
Satow, 2013). The parenting style scales parental warmth 
(e.g., “I give my children a feeling of warmth and security”) 
and parental strictness (e.g., “If a child does not obey an 
important rule, there must be consequences”) were used for 
the present analyses. Parental strictness refers to a punitive 
parenting style associated with the establishment of strict 
rules and consequences for non-compliance, while paren-
tal warmth characterizes a parenting style that is associ-
ated with affection, support and acceptance for the child’s 
experience and behavior. In a self-assessment, parents rated 
their parenting style on 20 items (10 items per parenting 
style) in a four-point item format from “strongly disagree” 
to “strongly agree.“ For the present sample, internal con-
sistency (Cronbach’s α) is 0.81 for warmth and 0.70 for 
strictness.

Emotion Dysregulation and Aggressive Behavior

The Behavior Rating Scales for Children (Verhaltensskalen 
für das Kindergartenalter, VSK; Koglin and Petermann, 
2016) were used to measure children’s level of emotion dys-
regulation and aggressive behavior at T1 in a parent report. 
The scale emotion dysregulation includes 8 items (e.g., 
“takes a long time to recover from anger”) and the aggres-
sive behavior scale included 10 items (e.g., “hits other 
children”). Parents rated children’s behavior over the past 
four weeks on a four-point scale ranging from “not true” 
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model fit indices reported are the Chi2 value, the Root Mean 
Squared Error of Approximation (RMSEA), the Standard-
ized Root Mean Squared Residual (SRMR), the Compara-
tive Fit Index (CFI) and the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI). CFI 
and TLI values > 0.95 and RMSEA and SRMR values < 0.08 
represent good model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The False 
Discovery Rate (FDR, Benjamini and Hochberg, 1995) was 
determined in order to control for alpha-error accumulation.

Results

The descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for all vari-
ables included in the path model are shown in Table 1. 
There are consistently significant relationships between the 
independent and dependent variables assumed in the path 
model, with one exception for the relationship between the 
educational level of parents and parental warmth (r = .089, 
p > .05).

Next, Fig. 1 illustrates the predicted path model with 
the direct effects of the path coefficients. Significant direct 
effects of parental warmth (ß = − 0.280; p = .000) and 
parental strictness (ß = 0.132; p = .007) on children’s emo-
tion dysregulation are found. In addition, parental strict-
ness directly impacts children’s aggressive behavior at both 
time points of measurement (preschool ß = 0.108; p = .012; 
elementary school ß = 0.175; p = .000). Parental warmth, 
on the other hand, only influences child aggressive behav-
ior at preschool directly (ß = − 0.084; p = .049), but not at 
elementary school (ß = − 0.075; p = .140). At the same time, 
parental strictness (but not parental warmth) is affected by 
parents’ educational level (ß = − 0.197; p = .000) and their 
unity in parenting (ß = 0.100; p = .041). Children’s emotion 
dysregulation directly predicts aggressive behavior at pre-
school (ß = 0.558; p = .000) and at elementary school (ß = 
0.433; p = .000). in addition, gender effects children’s level 
of emotion dysregulation, with emotion dysregulation being 
more associated with boys than girls (ß = − 0.127; p = .007).

The indirect effects are shown in Table 2. Significant 
mediation effects of parenting via children’s emotion dys-
regulation exist for both preschool and elementary school 
aggressive behavior. Parental warmth has a positive effect 
on child aggressive behavior via emotion dysregulation, 
whereas parental strictness has a negative effect via emotion 
dysregulation.

A good model fit to the data is provided in Table 3. The 
model explains 37.3% of the variance in aggressive behav-
ior in preschool and 26.3% in elementary school.

to “true”. At T2, aggressive behavior was evaluated again. 
The internal consistency (Cronbach’s α) is overall high for 
all three scales in the present sample (emotion dysregula-
tion α = 0.80, aggressive behavior T1 α = . 82; aggressive 
behavior T2 α = 0.86).

Educational Level of Parents

The level of education was measured using an index vari-
able, built from the sum of the highest school-leaving quali-
fications of mother and father (in each case from 1 for “no 
qualification” to 6 for “university/college”).

Unity in Parenting

Parents straightforwardly yes or no to the question of 
whether they agree on parenting.

Data Analysis

By running a complex path model in Mplus (version 8), 
direct and indirect associations of parental warmth and 
parental strictness with aggressive behavior in preschool 
and elementary school were examined. Emotion dysregu-
lation in preschool was examined as a presumed mediator 
for the links between parenting and child aggressive behav-
ior. In addition, gender was added as control variable that 
may impact children’s emotion dysregulation, as previous 
studies reported gender differences in emotion (dys)regula-
tion. Compared to girls, boys show, for example, more dys-
functional emotion regulation strategies when experiencing 
negative emotions such as sadness, anxiety, and anger 
(Sanchis-Sanchis et al., 2020). Parents’ educational level 
and their unity in parenting were used as correlated control 
variables influencing parental warmth and strictness. Both 
aggressive behavior scales as outcome variables were cor-
related to control for the influence of prior aggression level 
in preschool on children’s aggressive behavior in elemen-
tary school. Cases with single missing data were estimated 
within the model.

Prior to analysis, all scales in the path model were z-trans-
formed to counteract inconsistent scaling. For all paths in 
the model, correlations were determined in advance. Sig-
nificant bivariate correlations between the assumed depen-
dent and independent variables were not considered as a 
condition for the following mediation analysis (cf., Warner, 
2013). According to Hayes (2018), a significant bivariate 
correlation is not a mandatory condition for testing a media-
tion model. Path analysis was performed using the boot-
strap method with a bootstrap of 1000 samples (Poi, 2004). 
According to Mooney and Duval (1993), bootstrapping can 
compensate for deviations from the normal distribution. The 
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Discussion

The present study adds to the understanding of the complex 
interplay between parenting styles and aggressive behavior 
in childhood. To understand the mechanisms by which par-
enting style influence aggressive behavior, it is necessary 
to consider other factors that condition parenting style as 
well as variables that may mediate between parenting style 
and child behavior outcomes. In this study, parents’ educa-
tional level and their unity in parenting were considered as 
antecedent factors that have an influence on parenting style. 
A complex path model was created in which the children’s 
emotion dysregulation was included as a mediating variable 
between parenting style and aggressive behavior in both 
preschool and elementary school.

Direct Effects

The study was conducted in a longitudinal design allow-
ing us to draw conclusions about the extensive influence of 
parenting (and its antecedent factors) and children’s emo-
tion dysregulation on aggressive behavior problems from 
preschool to elementary school. Interestingly, only parental 
strictness has a direct effect on children’s aggressive behav-
ior in both preschool and elementary school. According 
to the results, a strict parenting style promotes aggressive 
behavior problems over the time period from preschool to 
elementary school. At the same time, a strict parenting style 
leads to increased dysregulation of emotions. As already 
demonstrated by previous studies, a strict parenting style 
leads to increased negative interactions between parents 
and children, manifesting negative patterns of interaction 
in children, and transferring them to other contexts such 
as social interaction in preschool or school (Chang et al., 
2003; Roberton et al., 2012). Harsh discipline, controlling, 
and punitive behavior on the part of the parents character-
ize an external form of regulation that create an increased 
level of negative arousal (Power, 2004). As a consequence, 
children might learn less about how to functionally regulate 
their emotions, and react with more impulsive and aggres-
sive behaviors (Lonigan et al., 2017).

In addition, the educational level of the parents negatively 
effects the practice of a strict parenting style. The results sug-
gest that a lower level of education is more strongly associ-
ated with strict parenting. At the same time, the educational 
level of the parents positively correlates with parents’ unity 
in parenting style. When parents describe themselves as 
united in their preferred use of a parenting style, this shows 
a small, but significant positive effect on strictness. The 
negative effect of strictness on aggressive behavior in pre-
school and elementary school is favored when both parents 
use strict parenting methods.
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functional emotion regulation (Bernier et al., 2010; Hoult-
berg et al., 2012; von Suchodoletz et al., 2011).

Indirect Effects

Indirect effects were found for both warm and strict par-
enting styles and aggressive behavior in preschool and 
elementary school. In this relationship, children’s emotion 
dysregulation acts as a mediating variable. The results show 
a negative indirect effect between parental warmth and 
aggressive behavior at preschool and at elementary school 
age. In this relation, parental warmth leads to lower dys-
regulation, while simultaneously low levels of emotion dys-
regulation act as a protective factor for aggressive behavior 
at both timepoints of measurement. Previous research has 
already shown that a warm and loving parenting style 

In contrast to parental strictness, the predictive power 
of a warm parenting style for aggressive behavior at pre-
school age is only small and these effects do not persist until 
school age. The results may suggest that parental warmth 
can be a protective factor at preschool age (even in dys-
regulated children), but no longer at elementary school age. 
With increasing age, external control seems to have a more 
important impact on children’s behavior development.

A significant negative effect was found from parenting 
style on emotion dysregulation. Accordingly, a warm and 
loving parenting style is associated with fewer deficits in 
emotion regulation. At the same time, little parental warmth 
leads to more dysregulated children, which increases aggres-
sive behavior in preschool and elementary school. These 
findings are in line with previous findings, showing that a 
warm parenting style is associated with higher degrees of 

Table 2 Indirect effects in the path model
Variable ß p
Aggressive behavior T1 ←
      Emotion dysregulation ←
               Parental warmth − 0.156 0.000
               Parental strictness 0.074 0.005
Aggressive behavior T2 ←
      Emotion dysregulation ←
               Parental warmth − 0.121 0.000
               Parental strictness 0.057 0.005
Note. FDR-corrected p-values

Table 3 Goodness of fit indices
Fit Statistics Chi2 (df) p RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI
Values 32.365 (13) 0.002 0.058 0.047 0.960 0.923
Note. Chi2 = Chi-square statistic; df = degrees of freedom; RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR = Standardized Root 
Mean Squared Residual; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index

Fig. 1 Path model with direct effects
Note. FDR-corrected p-values
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behavior, parental attitudes towards managing behavior, 
etc.). From a more developmental perspective one major 
factor that is common in children with externalizing behav-
iors is the presence of underlying language-based dif-
ficulties, especially in the area of receptive language and 
pragmatic language (Gremillion & Martel, 2014). Addition-
ally, many young children with such difficulties oftentimes 
have co-occurring cognitive difficulties (Ryder et al., 2008). 
With this combined, there is a higher incidence of acting 
out and engagement in aggressive behavior. So the etiology 
then is more developmental, which should additionally be 
considered in further studies.

Our study results provide evidence for the central impor-
tance of emotion dysregulation in the relationship between 
parenting style and aggressive behavior. However, only 
externalizing behaviors were considered as outcome vari-
ables in the current study. If the idea is pursued that emo-
tion dysregulation is a transdiagnostic risk factor that occurs 
across multiple disorders, the associations with internaliz-
ing behavior problems should also be considered. Children 
who repeatedly fail to regulate negative emotions are more 
likely to experience situations as uncontrollable. These chil-
dren are more exposed to unwanted feelings, which might 
put them at higher risk of developing depressive and anxiety 
symptoms (Loevaas et al., 2018).

Moreover, the present study is limited to a one-sided 
view of the effects between parenting style and behavior 
problems. However, further studies may also consider other 
approaches that assume reciprocal effects, according to 
which undesirable child behavior results in a stricter parent-
ing style (Burke et al., 2008; Rolon-Arroyo et al., 2018). 
Aggressive and dysregulated behaviors may lead parents to 
feel compelled to curtail their warm and loving parenting 
style, and use more disciplinary and strict parenting mea-
sures. At the same time, Barbot and colleagues (2014) report 
that social-emotional skills in children can reduce parental 
stress and increase positive parental engagement. Bidirec-
tional effects should be considered in further research to 
gain a full understanding of the origins and interplay of 
behavior problems and parenting style.

Besides, future research that gives more weight to infor-
mation about parental consistency in anticipating and man-
aging child behavior, especially externalized behavior and 
aggression, would be interesting and helpful to the filed. 
In relation to unity, future studies that probe the degree of 
agreeableness between parents regarding their management 
of childhood behavior relative to subsequent behavioral tra-
jectory (Kassing et al., 2018) is also important.

In addition to family-related factors which includes par-
enting style, child-related factors, such as temperament 
also play a role in the development of aggressive behavior. 
Temperament is considered innate and can be expressed in 

promotes regulated behavior, which in turn reduces behav-
ioral problems (Sulik et al., 2015).

For parental strictness and aggressive behavior in pre-
school and elementary school, a positive indirect effect via 
children’s emotion dysregulation was found. A strict parent-
ing style fosters emotion dysregulation, which in turn pro-
motes aggressive behaviors. If parents raise their children in 
a predominantly strict manner, increased dysregulation acts 
as a risk factor for children’s behavioral development in the 
transition from preschool to elementary school. According 
to Chang and colleagues (2003), children acquire negative 
emotion response strategies through a strict and punitive 
parenting style and transfer them to other contexts, result-
ing in incompetent social behavior and increased aggressive 
behaviors.

Limitations

The results of the present study should be considered along-
side several limitations. We only considered parents’ edu-
cational level and parental unity as antecedent factors that 
have an influence on parenting style. We know from the 
literature that a number of factors can influence parenting, 
among them proximal factors such as parents’ own child-
hood experiences (Belsky & Jaffee, 2006), parental mental 
health (Blatt-Eisengart et al., 2009; Gelfand & Teti, 1990), 
level of parental conflict (Patterson, 2002), as well as par-
enting skills and/or knowledge and beliefs about parenting 
(Shears & Robinson, 2005; Thompson et al., 2003). Other 
factors might comprise distal ones, such as family or socio-
economic stressors (Kiernan & Huerta, 2008), social sup-
port (Taylor et al., 2015), or cultural influences (Bornstein & 
Cheah, 2006; Bornstein et al., 2011; Dettlaff & Earner, 2012; 
Hassan and Rousseau, 2009). Broadening our understand-
ing of which factors may explain the emergence of warm 
versus strict parenting behavior, thus influencing emotion 
dysregulation, and the emergence of aggressive behavior, is 
open to future research.

For the reported analyses, mothers and fathers were 
asked about their predominant parenting style. This analysis 
was limited in that it does not take into account the family 
relationship type, such as same-sex or different-sex parents, 
live-in or separated, or divorced. Taking a more nuanced 
and differentiated look at the influence of parental attitudes 
and child behavior could be informative (see for example, 
Fedewa and Clark, 2009; Patterson, 2002).

Future Directions

In this study, the etiology of aggressive behavior is more 
likely attributable to environmental factors (including ante-
cedent variables like parent agreeableness on managing 
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