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Abstract

Parental burnout is a state that parents experience overwhelming exhaustion in their parental role. Given the detrimental
impacts of parents’ stress on adolescent development, youth may suffer from undesirable emotional adjustment due to
parental burnout. Therefore, it is key to understand the underlying mechanisms through which parental burnout may play a
role in youth’s mental health and identify protective factors that may reduce the potential negative impacts. Using a sample
of 442 Chinese parent-adolescent dyads (Mean age of youth = 13.35 years; 50% girls), this two-wave longitudinal study
examined how parental burnout contributes to youth’s mental health over the span of two months. Moreover, the current
research investigated the potential mediating role of autonomy support and the potential moderating role of emotion
regulation in the links between parental burnout and youth’s mental health. The results showed that greater parental burnout
was predictive of youth’s greater depressive and anxiety symptoms two months later, and such effects were partially
mediated by less autonomy-supportive parenting. Notably, the negative effects of parental burnout on autonomy-supportive
parenting and youth’s mental health were not significant when parents used more cognitive reappraisal to regulate their
emotions. These findings demonstrate the underlying mechanisms of how parental burnout affects youth’s mental health
over time and highlight the protective role of healthy emotion regulation against parental burnout.

Keywords

Introduction

Under the influence of enduring parenting stress, parents
may feel exhausted in taking care of their children. This
parenting experience, namely parental burnout, is a chronic
condition characterized by feeling overwhelmed due to
one’s parental role and emotional distancing from one’s
children (Mikolajczak et al., 2019). In recent years, parental
burnout has begun to receive increasing scholarly attention
(Roskam et al.,, 2018). For example, prior studies have
investigated correlates of parental burnout from multiple
facets (i.e., sociodemographic, child-related, parent-related,
and family-functioning factors) to investigate the potential
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causes of such burnout (e.g., Furutani et al., 2020; Miko-
lajczak et al., 2018). However, very little is known about the
impacts of parental burnout on adolescent development.
Moreover, no prior research has examined protective factors
against parental burnout or underlying mechanisms through
which parental burnout may affect adolescent adjustment.
Given that adolescence is a developmental stage marked by
the onset of several emotional problems (Lee et al., 2014), it
is highly needed to conduct empirical research, and espe-
cially longitudinal research, to examine the role of parental
burnout in youth’s mental health. To address this gap, the
current study employed a longitudinal design to investigate
the effects of parental burnout on youth’s depressive and
anxiety symptoms, with attention to the mediating role of
autonomy-supportive parenting and the moderating role of
parents’ emotion regulation.
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Parental Burnout and Youth’s Mental Health

Parental burnout may be detrimental to youth’s mental
health, contributing to youth’s emotional maladjustment
over time. Past studies have consistently shown that various
parental mental health problems (e.g., distress, depression,
and anxiety) are linked with youth’s dampened psycholo-
gical well-being (Brennan et al., 2002; Frasquilho et al.,
2016; Pereira et al., 2014). Moreover, parenting stress has
long been considered as a source of children’s mental health
problems (Deater-Deckard, 1998). Longitudinal research
suggests that parents’ high stress level is predictive of
youth’s mental health problems such as depression and
anxiety over time (Bakoula et al., 2009). Because burnout is
mostly resulted from excessive and prolonged exposure to
stress (Leiter et al., 2014; Maslach & Leiter, 2016), parental
burnout may also have a negative impact on youth’s mental
health. Indeed, a recent study indicates a positive concurrent
correlation between parental burnout and youth’s loneliness
(Cheng et al., 2020). However, no extant research has
examined the longitudinal effects of parental burnout on
youth’s mental health.

Autonomy Support as a Potential Mechanism

Autonomy-support parenting (i.e., parents’ willingness to
consider children’s perspectives and allow children to make
decisions) may play a mediating role in the effects of par-
ental burnout on youth’s mental health. A few studies have
found concurrent and longitudinal associations between
parental burnout and negative parenting practices (e.g.,
parental neglect and violence; Mikolajczak et al., 2018;
Mikolajczak et al., 2019). Regarding autonomy support,
past studies suggest that parents tend to become less
autonomy-supportive when they are under stress (Grolnick
et al.,, 2002; Wuyts et al., 2017). In this case, granting
children autonomy support may be particularly effortful and
challenging for parents under stress. As for parental burn-
out, when parents feel exhausted and overwhelmed, they
may not have the energy to consider youth’s opinions.
Therefore, parents who experience parental burnout may be
less likely to grant their youth autonomy support.
Subsequently, less autonomy support may result in
youth’s dampened mental health over time. According to
self-determination theory, the need for autonomy is one of
the three basic psychological needs (i.e., competence,
autonomy, and relatedness) that are essential for indivi-
duals’ well-being across cultures (Ryan & Deci,
2000, 2017). From a self-determination theory perspective,
individuals may suffer emotionally in environments that
lack autonomy support, because they may feel a loss of
volition, will, and choice (Ryan & Deci, 2006). Therefore,
less autonomy-supportive parenting may not meet youth’s
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need for autonomy, and thus it may induce ill-being
including mental health problems (Soenens et al., 2007;
Soenens et al., 2015). Moreover, adolescence is a period
that children increasingly seek to individuate from their
parents (Koepke & Denissen, 2012). In this case, autonomy
support could be particularly important for youth’s psy-
chological well-being, because it fosters youth’s indivi-
duality (Barber et al., 2005). Indeed, cross-sectional and
longitudinal studies have shown that a lack of parental
autonomy support predicts youth’s dampened psychological
well-being (Marbell-Pierre et al., 2019; van der Kaap-
Deeder et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2007). Taken together,
parental burnout may contribute to youth’s mental health
problems through less autonomy-supportive parenting.

Emotion Regulation Considerations

Parents’ emotion regulation may buffer the negative effects
of parental burnout on youth’s mental health. Prior studies
with different methods (e.g., self-reported survey, biological
assessment, and neuroimaging) have consistently shown
that effective emotion regulation can be a protective factor
against stress (Kao et al., 2019; Shahane et al., 2019; Speer
& Delgado, 2017). The use of cognitive reappraisal (i.e.,
reinterpreting emotion-eliciting situations to change one’s
subjective evaluations of the event) and expressive sup-
pression (i.e., inhibiting the outward expression of one’s
emotions) are two common strategies to regulate negative
emotions (Gross & John, 2003). Compared to expressive
suppression, the use of cognitive reappraisal is generally
more effective in regulating negative emotions and has
positive impacts on well-being (for reviews, see Dryman &
Heimberg, 2018; John & Gross, 2004). For example, past
research suggests that the use of cognitive reappraisal, but
not expressive suppression, is effective in conferring resi-
lience to stress (Johnson et al., 2016). With regard to par-
ental burnout, the extent to which parents can effectively
regulate their negative emotions may moderate the negative
impacts of such burnout. For parents who can effectively
regulate their emotions in the face of burnout, they may
engage in more positive parenting practices when they
interact with their youth despite the burnout. In this case,
parents’ distress and negative emotions may not transmit to
their youth. Therefore, parental burnout may not lead to
youth’s mental health problems among parents who can
effectively regulate their negative emotions.

Regarding the potential mediating role of autonomy-
supportive parenting in linking parental burnout and youth’s
mental health, emotion regulation may also moderate this
mediation path, such that the undesirable impact of parental
burnout on parenting practices may be buffered by parents’
effective emotion regulation. Effective emotion regulation
tends to reduce the negative effects of parental mood
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Fig. 1 The conceptual moderated mediation model for parental
autonomy support and parents’ emotion regulation in the links
between parental burnout and youth’s mental health

disorders on parenting practices and children’s socio-
emotional functioning (for a review, see Rutherford et al.,
2015). For example, prior research suggests that maternal
stressors (e.g., being a single parent, number of children in
the home, and household chaos) are associated with
mothers’ negative parenting behaviors and worse parent-
child relationships only among mothers who have poor
emotion regulation (Deater-Deckard et al., 2016). There-
fore, parental burnout may only lead to less autonomy-
supportive parenting when parents have poor emotion reg-
ulation skills. As shown in Fig. 1, a moderated mediating
model was constructed to clarify the mechanism — the
mediating role of autonomy support and the moderating role
of emotion regulation in the links between parental burnout
and youth’s mental health.

Current Study

The current study was guided by three goals. The first goal
was to examine whether parental burnout is predictive of
youth’s mental health over time. It was hypothesized that
parental burnout has longitudinal effects on youth’s greater
depressive and anxiety symptoms. The second goal was to
explore the potential mechanisms underlying the effects of
parental burnout on youth’s mental health. It was antici-
pated that greater parental burnout may be related to less
autonomy-supportive parenting, leading youth to experi-
ence more depressive and anxiety symptoms over time. The
third goal was to investigate the potential moderating role of
parents’ emotion regulation in the links between parental
burnout and youth’s mental health. Two types of emotion
regulation strategies (i.e., cognitive reappraisal and
expressive suppression) were examined in the current study.
It was hypothesized that parental burnout is only predictive
of youth’s mental health problems when parents are less
capable of regulating their emotions. Moreover, it was
anticipated that effective emotion regulation (i.e., the use of
cognitive reappraisal) also moderates the associations
between parental burnout and autonomy support, such that

parental burnout only associates with less autonomy-
supportive parenting when parents exhibit a lower level of
emotion regulation.

To test these hypotheses, the current research employed a
two-wave longitudinal design and studied Chinese parent-
adolescent dyads. At Wave 1, parents reported on their
parental burnout and their use of cognitive reappraisal and
expressive suppression to regulate negative emotions.
Moreover, parental autonomy support was assessed at
Wave 1. At each wave, youth reported on their depressive
and anxiety symptoms.

Methods
Participants

The sample consisted of 442 Chinese parent-adolescent
dyads. Youth were seventh-graders (Mean age = 13.35
years, SD = (0.36 years) and were evenly distributed across
sex (50% girls). Youth were recruited from three middle
schools in Shanghai. One school was above-average and the
other two were average in terms of achievement, with
families primarily from working- and middle-class back-
grounds. Parents who participated in the current study were
primary caregivers of the youth (70% mothers and 30%
fathers; Mean age=41.80 years; SD=3.81 years).
Regarding family backgrounds, 79% of families were two-
parent biological families and 70% of children were the
only child in the family. With regard to mothers’ educa-
tional attainment, 33% did not complete high school, 20%
had a high school degree, and 47% had education beyond
high school (e.g., a bachelor’s or master’s degree). With
regard to fathers’ educational attainment, 29% did not
complete high school, 19% had a high school degree, and
52% had education beyond high school (e.g., a bachelor’s
or master’s degree).

Procedure

Longitudinal data from youth and their parents were col-
lected twice via online questionnaires over two months. The
current research was conducted during the time when the
region was under significant influence of COVID-19 (Wave
1: early July 2020; Wave 2: early September 2020), such
that COVID-19 specific health behavior (e.g., wearing a
mask) was mandatory in public places and the health code
system (i.e., a color-based tracking system that tracks all
people’s movement) was in place to control the spread of
COVID-19. Among the 442 families who participated at
Wave 1, 376 of them continued to participate at Wave 2.
Attrition from Wave 1 to Wave 2 was 14.9%. Comparison
of participants completing both waves to those completing
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only the first revealed no differences at Wave 1 on any of
the variables examined in this report, F's <3.93, ps>0.53.
Moreover, results in Little’s MCAR test (° =3.178,
p=0.79) suggested that missing cases were likely to be
missing completely at random (MCAR; Little, 1988). To
handle missing data, analyses were conducted with MPlus
8.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017), which uses Full Information
Maximum Likelihood (FIML) estimation to provide reliable
standard errors under a wide range of conditions. At each
wave, extensive explanations of the research were given,
and participants completed the online consent before taking
the questionnaire. Ethical approval for the study was
obtained from the Institutional Review Board in the School
of Social Development and Public Policy at Fudan Uni-
versity. Families received small gifts for their participation.

Measures
Parental burnout

At Wave 1, parental burnout was assessed using the Par-
ental Burnout Assessment (PBA; Roskam et al., 2018),
which has been used to measure parental burnout across
countries (e.g., Mikolajczak et al., 2019; Roskam et al.,
2021; Sorkkila & Aunola, 2020). The Chinese version of
this measure has been validated and showed good reliability
(Cheng et al., 2020). On a 7-point Likert scale (0 = never,
6 = daily), parents reported on the frequency of their feel-
ings of parental burnout such as exhaustion and irritation
related to parenting (23 items; e.g., “I feel completely run
down by my role as a parent” and “I cannot take being a
parent anymore”). The sum score of all 23 items ranged
from O to 138. The mean was taken across items, with higher
numbers indicating greater parental burnout (a = 0.97).

Autonomy-supportive parenting

At Wave 1, both youth and parents reported on autonomy-
supportive parenting, which was assessed with a six-item
measure adapted from prior research (McPartland &
Epstein, 1977; Robbins, 1994; Steinberg et al., 1992). This
measure has been used to examine parental autonomy
support across cultures (e.g., Cheung et al., 2016; Wang
et al., 2007). Youth reported on how often their parents are
autonomy-supportive (e.g., “My parents allow me to make
choices for myself whenever possible” and “When my
parents want me to do something, they explain why”) on a
5-point Likert scale (I = never, 5 = very often), and parents
responded to the parallel items (e.g., “I allow my child to
make choices for himself/herself whenever possible” and
“When I want my child to do something, I explain why”) on
the same scale. The mean across the items was taken (as =
0.93 for youth’s reports and 0.90 for parents’ reports). In
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analyses, youth-reported and parent-reported parental
autonomy support were examined separately.

Parents’ emotion regulation strategies

At Wave 1, parents’ emotion regulation strategies were
examined in terms of their use of cognitive reappraisal and
expressive suppression, assessed using the Emotion Reg-
ulation Questionnaire (ERQ, Gross & John, 2003). The ERQ
has been widely used in Chinese populations and showed
good reliability (e.g., Soto et al., 2011; Qu et al., 2020).
Regarding cognitive reappraisal, parents rated how true (1 =
not at all true, 7 =very true) each of the six reappraisal
items (e.g., “I control my emotions by changing the way I
think about the situation I am in” and “When I want to feel
less negative emotion, I change the way I’'m thinking about
the situation”) was of them. The mean was taken across the
items, with higher numbers indicating greater used of cog-
nitive reappraisal to regulate emotions (o = 0.90). Regarding
expressive suppression, parents rated how true (1 = not at
all true, 7 =very true) each of the four suppression items
(e.g., “I control my emotions by not expressing them” and “I
keep my emotions to myself”) was of them. The items were
averaged, with higher numbers indicating greater use of
expressive suppression to regulate emotions (a = 0.80).

Youth’s depressive symptoms

At both Wave 1 and Wave 2, youth reported on their
depressive symptoms using the Short Mood and Feelings
Questionnaire (SMFQ; Angold et al., 1995), a measure that
has been widely used to assess youth’s depressive symp-
toms across cultures (Cheung et al., 2016; Orben & Przy-
bylski, 2019). On a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = very
often), youth reported on how they felt or acted (13 items;
e.g., “felt miserable or unhappy” and “cried a lot”) during
the past two weeks. The mean was taken across all items,
with higher numbers indicating greater depressive symp-
toms (a@ =0.95 at Wave 1 and 0.96 at Wave 2).

Youth’s anxiety symptoms

At both waves, youth reported on their anxiety symptoms
using the Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 scale (GAD-7;
Spitzer et al., 2006). The Chinese version of GAD-7 has
been validated and has shown good reliability in prior
research (Wang et al., 2018). On a 4-point Likert scale (1 =
not at all, 4 =nearly every day), youth reported on how
often they were bothered by each problem (seven items;
e.g., “feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge” and “becoming
easily annoyed or irritable”) during the past two weeks. The
items were averaged, with higher numbers indicating
greater anxiety symptoms (as = 0.96 at both waves).
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Results
Overview of Analyses

The current research consisted of three sets of analyses. The
first set of analyses examined the effects of parental burnout
on youth’s mental health over time, such that youth’s
mental health at Wave 2 was predicted by parental burnout
at Wave 1, controlling for youth’s prior mental health and
other covariates (i.e., youth’s age and gender, parents’
gender, educational attainment, and birthplace, family type,
and number of children). The second set of analyses tested
the mediating role of autonomy-supportive parenting (i.e.,
youth-reported and parent-reported) in the associations
between parental burnout and youth’s mental health. The
third set of analyses examined the moderating role of par-
ents’ emotion regulation in the links between parental
burnout and parental autonomy support as well as youth’s
mental health. Two types of emotion regulation strategies
(i.e., cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression) were
examined.

Descriptive Analyses

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics and the Pearson corre-
lations among variables. Parents who reported more par-
ental burnout showed less autonomy support. In families
that parents reported more parental burnout, youth showed
more depressive symptoms at both waves and more anxiety
symptoms at Wave 2 but not Wave 1. In families that youth
and parents reported more autonomy-supportive parenting,
youth showed fewer depressive and anxiety symptoms at
both waves. As for parents’ emotion regulation strategies,
cognitive reappraisal, but not expressive suppression, was
associated with youth’s fewer depressive and anxiety
symptoms at both waves. Parents’ educational attainment
was positively related to their autonomy-supportive par-
enting and cognitive reappraisal, and negatively related to
youth’s depressive symptoms at both waves. Fathers (vs.
mothers) reported less use of expressive suppression but not
cognitive reappraisal. Parents of older youth reported more
parental burnout, and older youth reported more depressive
symptoms at Wave 2 but not at Wave 1. Youth in two-
parent biological families reported fewer depressive symp-
toms at Wave 2 but not at Wave 1. Boys and girls did not
show any difference in the variables included in the current
study.

Parental Burnout and Youth’s Mental Health
The first set of main analyses was to examine whether

parental burnout was predictive of youth’s mental health
problems over time. To this end, multiple regression models

were conducted, in which youth’s depressive and anxiety
symptoms at Wave 2 was predicted by parental burnout at
Wave 1, while controlling for youth’s prior depressive
/anxiety symptoms and other covariates (i.e., youth’s age
and gender, parents’ gender, educational attainment, and
birthplace, family type, and number of children). Results
indicated that greater parental burnout at Wave 1 predicted
youth’s greater depressive and anxiety symptoms at Wave 2
(depressive symptoms: f=0.13, p<0.01; anxiety symp-
toms: f=0.18, p<0.001), controlling for youth’s prior
depressive/anxiety symptoms and other covariates.

The Mediating Role of Autonomy Support in the
Links between Parental Burnout and Youth’s Mental
Health

The second set of analyses was to test if the relationships
among parental burnout and youth’s mental health are
mediated by youth-reported and/or parent-reported auton-
omy-supportive parenting. To this end, youth’s mental
health at Wave 2 was predicted from parental burnout at
Wave 1 controlling for youth’s prior depressive/anxiety
symptoms and other covariates in the context of structural
equation modeling (SEM). Notably, the indirect effect from
parental burnout at Wave 1 to autonomy-supportive par-
enting at Wave 1 to youth’s mental health at Wave 2 was
included in the models. Youth-reported and parent-reported
autonomy support were examined separately in the models.

As shown in the Panel A of Fig. 2, youth-reported
autonomy support mediated the effects of parental burnout
on youth’s depressive symptoms over time. Based on 5000
bootstrap resamples, the indirect path from parental burnout
to autonomy-supportive parenting to youth’s depressive
symptoms was significant (indirect effect =0.04, 95% CI:
[0.01, 0.08]), with a reduction of 30% in the total effect
such that the direct effect was not significant. As shown in
the Panel B of Fig. 2, youth-reported autonomy support
partially mediated the effects of parental burnout on youth’s
anxiety symptoms over time. Based on 5000 bootstrap
resamples, the indirect path from parental burnout to
autonomy-supportive parenting to youth’s anxiety symp-
toms was significant (indirect effect =0.03, 95% CI: [0.01,
0.06]), with a reduction of 17% in the total effect. Similarly,
parent-reported autonomy support also mediated the effects
of parental burnout on youth’s depressive and anxiety
symptoms (depressive symptoms: indirect effect=0.02,
95% CI: [0.01, 0.03]; anxiety symptoms: indirect effect =
0.03, 95% CI: [0.01, 0.06]), with reductions of more than
17% in the total effects. When youth-reported and parent-
reported autonomy support were included simultaneously in
the models as mediators, only youth-reported autonomy
support mediated the effects of parental burnout on youth’s
depressive and anxiety symptoms (depressive symptoms:

@ Springer
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Panel A
Wave 1 Autonomy
Support
-25™"
Wave 1 Parental Wave 2 Youth’s
Burnout .09 Depressive Symptoms
(Total effect = .13*»)
137
Wave | Youth’s
Depressive Symptoms
Panel B

Wave 1 Autonomy
Support

Wave 2 Youth’s
Anxiety Symptoms

Wave 1 Parental -
Burnout A5 "
(Total effect=.18 )

.08

Wave 1 Youth’s
Anxiety Symptoms

Fig. 2 Autonomy support mediated the effects of parental burnout on
youth’s depressive symptoms (Panel A) and anxiety (Panel B). Note.
Results with youth-reported autonomy support were presented in the
figure. Other covariates were included in the models but are not shown
for ease of presentation. Standardized coefficients are presented.
*#p <0.01, ***p <0.001

indirect effect=0.04, 95% CI. [0.01, 0.08]; anxiety
symptoms: indirect effect =0.03, 95% CI: [0.01, 0.06]).
Taken together, parents who experience greater parental
burnout tend to use less autonomy support in their parenting
practices, which was associated with more depressive and
anxiety symptoms among youth over time.

The Moderating Role of Parents’ Emotion
Regulation in the Links between Parental Burnout
and Youth’s Mental Health

The third set of analyses was to investigate whether parents’
two types of emotion regulation strategies (i.e., cognitive
reappraisal and expressive suppression) moderate the links
between parental burnout and youth’s mental health. To this
end, regression models were conducted, in which youth’s
depressive and anxiety symptoms at Wave 2 was predicted
by parental burnout, emotion regulation strategy, and the
interaction term of parental burnout and emotion regulation
strategy at Wave 1, while controlling for youth’s prior
depressive/anxiety symptoms and other covariates. As
shown in the Model 1 of Table 2, parents’ cognitive reap-
praisal moderated the longitudinal effects of parental
burnout on youth’s depressive and anxiety symptoms

(ps <0.05). In contrast, as shown in the Model 2 of Table 2,
parents’ expressive suppression did not moderate the
longitudinal links between parental burnout and youth’s
depressive or anxiety symptoms. Then, the simple slopes of
the longitudinal associations between parental burnout and
youth’s mental health for parents with low (i.e., 1 SD below
the mean) and high (i.e., 1 SD above the mean) cognitive
reappraisal were plotted. As shown in Fig. 3, in families that
parents reported low cognitive reappraisal, greater parental
burnout was predictive of youth’s more depressive and
anxiety symptoms over time (unstandardized simple
slopes > 0.25, ps <0.001). However, in families that parents
reported high cognitive reappraisal, such effects were non-
significant.

Given that parents’ cognitive reappraisal moderated the
effects of parental burnout on youth’s mental health, the
final set of analyses was to examine whether cognitive
reappraisal also moderates the associations between parental
burnout and autonomy-supportive parenting. To probe this
effect, the regression model was conducted to predict
autonomy support using parental burnout, emotion regula-
tion strategy, and the interaction term of parental burnout
and emotion regulation, controlling for the covariates.
Youth-reported and parent-reported autonomy support were
examined separately. Regression results indicated that par-
ents’ cognitive reappraisal did not moderate the associations
between parental burnout and youth-reported autonomy-
supportive parenting (f = 1.50, p = 0.13), but moderated the
associations between parental burnout and parent-reported
autonomy-supportive parenting (r =3.39, p =0.001). Sub-
sequently, the simple slopes of the associations between
parental burnout and parent-reported autonomy-supportive
parenting for parents with low (i.e., 1 SD below the mean)
and high (i.e., 1 SD above the mean) cognitive reappraisal
were plotted. As shown in Fig. 4, in families that parents
reported low cognitive reappraisal, greater parental burnout
was associated with less autonomy-supportive parenting
(unstandardized simple slope = —0.35, p<0.001). How-
ever, in families that parents reported high cognitive reap-
praisal, such effects were non-significant.

Sensitivity Analyses

Supplemental sensitivity analyses were conducted to ensure
that the findings from the three sets of central analyses
presented above were not affected by potential confounds
including youth’s age and gender, parents’ gender, educa-
tional attainment, and birthplace, family type, and number
of children. To this end, all the analyses were re-run without
including these covariates. There were no meaningful
changes in the significance or size of the findings as
reported above, suggesting the robustness of these findings.
Specifically, greater parental burnout was still predictive of
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Table 2 Moderation effects of
emotion regulation on the links
between parental burnout and

Predicting youth’s depressive
symptoms

Predicting youth’s anxiety
symptoms

youth’s mental health B SE B B SE p
Model 1 (Cognitive reappraisal):
Child age 0.16 0.11 0.06 —0.04 0.10 —0.02
Child gender —0.03 0.04 —0.03 —0.08 0.04 —0.11"
Parent gender 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.02 0.04 0.02
Parent education —0.06 0.05 —0.06 —0.02 0.04 —0.03
Parent birthplace —0.03 0.04 —0.04 —0.03 0.04 —0.05
Family type 0.06 0.05 0.06 0.04 0.05 0.04
Number of children 0.02 0.08 0.01 0.02 0.07 0.02
Prior adjustment 0.50 0.04 0.54™ 0.35 0.05 0.38™"
Parental burnout 0.13 0.05 0.13” 0.14 0.04 0.18™"
Cognitive reappraisal —0.07 0.04 —0.09" —0.11 0.03 —0.17"
Burnout X reappraisal —0.10 0.05 —0.10" —0.11 0.04 —0.14™
Model 2 (Expressive suppression):
Child age 0.19 0.11 0.08 0.01 0.10 0.00
Child gender —0.02 0.04 —0.02 —0.07 0.04 —0.10
Parent gender 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.00 0.04 0.00
Parent education —-0.07 0.05 —0.07 —0.03 0.04 —0.04
Parent birthplace —0.04 0.04 —0.04 —0.04 0.04 —0.06
Family type 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.04 0.05 0.05
Number of children 0.01 0.08 0.01 0.01 0.07 0.01
Prior adjustment 0.51 0.04 0.54™ 0.36 0.05 0.39""
Parental burnout 0.18 0.05 0.18" 0.19 0.05 0.24™
Expressive suppression —0.04 0.03 —0.06 —0.05 0.03 —0.09
Burnout x suppression —0.07 0.04 —0.09 —0.06 0.04 —0.11

For gender, —1 = male and 1 = female. For parental education, —1 =less than a college degree and 1 =
college degree or higher. For parent birthplace, —1 = born in Shanghai, 1 = not born in Shanghai. For family
type, —1 = two-parent biological family, 1 = other types

%p <0.05, #p <0.01, **%p <0.001

youth’s greater depressive and anxiety symptoms over time,
ps>0.14, ps <0.01. Moreover, sensitivity analyses regard-
ing the mediation effect of parental autonomy support and
the moderation effect of parents’ cognitive reappraisal
revealed similar findings as reported above.

Discussion

Parental burnout is a feeling of exhaustion in one’s parental
role resulting from enduring exposure to parenting stress
(Mikolajczak et al., 2019). Given that parental burnout may
be detrimental to child development (Mikolajczak et al.,
2018; Mikolajczak et al., 2018), it is important to examine
the longitudinal effects of parental burnout on youth’s
adjustment, investigate the underlying mechanisms, and
identify protective factors that buffer such negative impacts.
Using a two-wave longitudinal approach, the current

@ Springer

research found that parental burnout was predictive of
youth’s greater depressive and anxiety symptoms over two
months, and these effects were partially mediated by less
autonomy-supportive parenting. Notably, parental burnout
did not have negative consequences on autonomy-
supportive parenting or youth’s mental health when par-
ents used greater cognitive reappraisal to regulate negative
emotions, suggesting that effective emotion regulation can
be a protective factor against parental burnout.

The Effects of Parental Burnout on Youth’s Mental
Health

In line with the hypotheses, parental burnout predicted
youth’s greater depressive and anxiety symptoms over the
two-month period, controlling for youth’s prior depressive/
anxiety symptoms as well as other covariates. These results
are consistent with past research that suggests longitudinal
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Panel A
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Fig. 3 The effects of parental
burnout on youth’s depressive
symptoms (Panel A) and anxiety
(Panel B) were moderated by
parents’ use of cognitive
reappraisal in emotion
regulation. Low (or high)
cognitive reappraisal is 1 SD
below (or above) the mean. The
numbers in parentheses are
unstandardized simple slopes.
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associations between parents’ stress level and youth’s
mental health (Bakoula et al., 2009). Moreover, the findings
are in line with a recent study that suggests concurrent
associations between parents’ caregiver burden (e.g., feeling
exhausted and incapable in one’s caregiver responsibilities)
and children’s distress (e.g., feeling nervous and stressed)

Parental Burnout

(Russell et al., 2020). Importantly, these findings are the
first to show longitudinal impacts of parental burnout on
youth’s psychological adjustment. The results highlight the
detrimental role of parental burnout in adolescent devel-
opment, such that it may have negative consequences on
youth’s mental health in a short period of time.

@ Springer



1688

Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2021) 50:1679-1692

The Mediating Role of Autonomy-Supportive
Parenting

The longitudinal effects of parental burnout on youth’s
greater depressive and anxiety symptoms were partially
mediated by less autonomy-supportive parenting. Youth-
reported and parent-reported autonomy support showed
similar results in the mediation models, such that youth-
reported and parent-reported autonomy support both medi-
ated the longitudinal effects of parental burnout on youth’s
mental health. The links between parental burnout and
autonomy-supportive parenting are in congruence with
existing literature on dampened parental autonomy support
under stress (Grolnick, 2009; Wuyts et al., 2017). Prior
research suggests that, in stressful environments, parents are
less autonomy-supportive toward their children both verb-
ally and non-verbally (e.g., give children less feedback/
encouragement and take over their children’s task; Grolnick
et al., 2002). In a similar vein, when parents are experien-
cing burnout, the feeling of exhaustion may make them less
willing to consider their children’s point of view and thus
provide less autonomy support to their children. Although
prior research has shown that parental burnout may result in
parental neglect and violence (Mikolajczak et al., 2018;
Mikolajczak et al., 2019), the consequence of parental
burnout on autonomy support has been understudied. The
results show that, as a potential consequence of parental
burnout, the lack of autonomy support may have undesir-
able effects on youth’s mental health in a relatively short
period of time. This also adds an important piece of
empirical evidence to self-determination theory, which
suggests that autonomy is a basic psychological need, such
that the lack of autonomy may induce mental health pro-
blems (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2006). Taken together, the
current study suggests the possible underlying mechanism
through which parental burnout may play a role in youth’s
mental health.

The Moderating Role of Parents’ Cognitive
Reappraisal

Parents” use of cognitive reappraisal to regulate emotions
played a moderating role in the effects of parental burnout on
youth’s mental health and parents’ parenting practices. In line
with the hypotheses, cognitive reappraisal moderated the
longitudinal associations between parental burnout and
youth’s depressive/anxiety symptoms. Moreover, cognitive
reappraisal moderated the association between parental burn-
out and parent-reported, but not youth-reported, autonomy
support. This finding points out potential parent-child dis-
crepancy in reporting parenting practice. With regard to the
link between parental burnout and parenting practice, the
buffering effect of cognitive reappraisal may not be

@ Springer

immediately perceived by youth, such that the association
between parental burnout and youth-perceived autonomy
support was not moderated by parents’ cognitive reappraisal.

In families that parents reported low cognitive reapprai-
sal, parental burnout was related to less autonomy-
supportive parenting, which was predictive of youth’s
greater depressive and anxiety symptoms over time. How-
ever, in families that parents reported high cognitive reap-
praisal, parental burnout was not negatively associated with
autonomy-supportive parenting nor youth’s mental health.
This suggests that parents’ use of cognitive reappraisal
buffers the negative effects of parental burnout on parenting
practices and youth’s mental health. These results are in line
with prior research that suggests the protecting role of
cognitive reappraisal in response to parenting stress (Deater-
Deckard et al., 2016). With greater use of cognitive reap-
praisal, parents may be more likely to reply on problem-
focused coping instead of avoidance in response to parental
burnout, and such problem-focused coping strategies are
typically effective in coping with stress (Bartley & Roesch,
2011). In this case, parents may be able to successfully cope
with parental burnout, and thus become less affected by it.
Therefore, the current findings highlight the role of parents’
cognitive reappraisal as an important protective factor
against parental burnout.

In contrast, parents’ use of expressive suppression to
regulate emotions did not buffer the negative effects of
parental burnout on youth’s mental health. Results are
consistent with past studies which show that expressive
suppression (vs. cognitive reappraisal) is less effective in
regulating negative emotions (e.g., Dryman & Heimberg,
2018; Johnson et al., 2016). The current research suggests
that suppression is not an effective protective factor against
parental burnout. Even though parents may attempt to
inhibit the expression of their negative emotions for a good
intention, such effort may be ineffective in protecting their
children’s psychological well-being from parental burnout.
It is important to note that, although past studies have
demonstrated the negative impacts of expressive suppres-
sion on individuals’ mental health in Western cultures
(Butler et al., 2003; Haga et al., 2009), the current research
did not find the similar pattern (i.e., parents’ expressive
suppression was not correlated with youth’s mental health at
either wave as shown in Table 1 and did not exacerbate the
negative effects of parental burnout on youth’s mental
health as shown in Table 2). In Chinese culture, emotional
control and restraint are considered as merits and are still
prevalent in contemporary China (Yik, 2010). In this case,
both expressive suppression and cognitive reappraisal may
be common approaches of emotion regulation in the Chi-
nese context. Consistent with prior studies on emotion
regulation in Asian youth (Chen et al., 2020; Yeh et al.,
2017), the current study found that expressive suppression
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was positively correlated with cognitive reappraisal.
Moreover, past research suggests that expressive suppres-
sion may be less harmful to psychological well-being in the
Chinese cultural context compared to in the Western cul-
tural context (Soto et al., 2011). In line with this research,
the results suggest that, although parents’ expressive sup-
pression does not buffer the negative effects of parental
burnout on youth’s mental health, it also does not exacer-
bate such negative effects.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

The findings of the current research have important theo-
retical and practical implications. There have been vast
interests in how parental burnout may affect child devel-
opment (Cheng et al., 2020; Mikolajczak et al., 2019). To
our knowledge, the current research was the first to inves-
tigate the longitudinal consequences of parental burnout on
adolescents’ adjustment with attention to the underlying
mechanisms. The current research provides important
empirical evidence of how parental burnout may affect
adolescent development through parenting practices. With
regard to practical implications, the findings provide initial
evidence that can be used in future interventions aiming at
reducing the negative impacts of parental burnout. The
results suggest that a high level of parents’ cognitive
reappraisal can buffer the negative effects of parental
burnout on parenting practices and adolescent development.
Therefore, interventions that seek to improve parents’
emotion regulation skills (e.g., interventions that foster the
use of cognitive reappraisal to regulate emotions, Kivity &
Huppert, 2016; Rodriguez et al., 2020) may be effective in
alleviating the maladaptive consequences of parental burn-
out, and such interventions may be particularly useful
during stressful times such as the current pandemic.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are several limitations in the current study that point to
directions for future research. First, the current study focused
on youth’s mental health as the outcome, and thus whether
parental burnout has similar impacts on other aspects of ado-
lescent development is yet unknown. Past studies suggest that
parenting stress is longitudinally associated with children’s
behavioral problems (e.g., more conduct problems and less
prosocial behaviors; Megahead & Deater-Deckard, 2017;
Neece et al., 2012). Given that parental burnout is resulted
from enduring exposure to parenting stress (Roskam et al.,
2017), it may also influence adolescent development in the
behavioral domain such as conduct disorder and risk-taking
behavior. Therefore, a key direction for future research is to
examine the effects of parental burnout on youth’s behavioral
development over time.

Second, the current research followed parent-child dyads
over a short period of time (i.e., two months) during the
COVID-19 pandemic outbreak, which leaves an open question
regarding whether parental burnout has a similar effect on
youth’s mental health during a normal time or/and over a
longer period. Scholars have called more attention to parental
burnout during COVID-19 (Griffith, 2020), because parents
may suffer from a number of parenting-related stressors such
as children’s limited access to education due to school closures
and concerns about children’s health (Fontanesi et al., 2020;
Russell et al., 2020). Given the heightened vulnerability of
mental health during COVID-19 (Alonzi et al., 2020), youth’s
mental health may be less stable during a pandemic compared
to during a normal time. Therefore, parental burnout may be
more likely to play a role in youth’s mental health within this
short period of time (i.e., two months) during the pandemic. It
is possible that, during a normal time, parental burnout may
have similar effects on youth’s mental health over a longer
period, but not over a short period of time. Future studies can
employ longitudinal designs over multiple timepoints to
examine both the short-term and long-term impacts of parental
burnout on youth’s mental health during a normal time.
Moreover, because the current study only measured parental
burnout at Wave 1, it remains unknown whether parental
burnout has changed over time. Although this is not the focus
of the current research, it would be informative to investigate
the stability of parental burnout over time. Future studies can
assess parental burnout for two or more times to examine
whether parental burnout is stable over time.

Finally, the current study focused on parental burnout
and adolescent development in Chinese families, and thus it
remains unclear whether parental burnout has similar effects
on youth’s mental health in other countries. Because the
relations between parental burnout and negative family
characteristics (e.g., family disorganization, parental
neglect, and co-parenting disengagement) are fairly con-
sistent across cultures (Mikolajczak et al., 2019; Furutani
et al., 2020), it is highly likely that parental burnout also has
similar effects on youth’s mental health in other countries.
Therefore, it is important for future research to investigate
whether parental burnout plays a similar or different role in
youth’s adjustment across countries and cultures.

Conclusion

Under the influence of enduring exposure to parenting
stress, parents may be at risk of parental burnout, which can
have an impact on youth’s mental health. However, no prior
research has examined how parental burnout affects youth’s
mental health over time and identified protective factors that
may buffer such negative effects. Using a longitudinal
approach, the current study found that parental burnout was
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predictive of Chinese youth’s greater depressive and anxiety
symptoms over time, and the effects were mediated, in part,
by less autonomy-supportive parenting. Importantly, the
effects of parental burnout on autonomy support and
youth’s mental health were buffered by parents’ use of
cognitive reappraisal to regulate negative emotions. Taken
together, the current research demonstrates the longitudinal
effects of parental burnout on youth’s mental health through
parenting practices and highlights the protective effects of
emotion regulation. Interventions and policy recommenda-
tions aiming at reducing the detrimental impacts of parental
burnout should consider the buffering role of effective
emotion regulation.
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