
Vol.:(0123456789)

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11482-021-09986-8

1 3

Gender Differences in Children’s Psychological Well‑Being 
in Mainland China: Risk and Protective Factors

Yanling Geng1 · Longtao He2 

Accepted: 9 September 2021 / 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
Despite extensive research on children’s psychological well-being, little consensus 
about gender’s influence has been reached. In response, we examined gender dif-
ferences in children’s psychological well-being in mainland China, along with the 
gender-based risk and protective factors and their effects on psychological well-
being. For a sample, we compiled data with 2466 children aged between 10 and 
15 years old derived from the China Family Panel Studies. Among our results, an 
independent sample t test indicated that girls in China reported higher psychological 
well-being than boys. A multiple regression analysis revealed that certain protective 
factors associated with children’s competence and protective factors in their family 
and school systems could promote the psychological well-being of both boys and 
girls, while risk factors such as academic pressure and parent–child conflict were 
detrimental to the psychological health of all children regardless of gender. We dis-
cuss gender differences in those risk and protective effects, and with reference to our 
findings, we propose social service recommendations aimed at boosting the psycho-
logical well-being of children in mainland China.

Keywords Children in China · Psychological well-being · Gender · Risk factor · 
Protective factor

The term psychological well-being has been defined and operationalized in various 
ways (Adejumo, 2010). For one, scholars following the conventional mental health 
research tradition tend to use the term “psychological well-being” interchange-
ably with “mental health” to represent the absence of illness and dysfunction. In so 
doing, however, they have continued to raise the specter of negative connotations of 
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psychological dysfunction and mental illness. For another, scholars influenced by 
the ideology of positive psychology have shifted the term’s focus to positive psycho-
logical well-being and wellness (Hidalgo et al., 2010; Ryff & Singer, 1996). Con-
sidering that both the positive and ‘negative’ aspects of psychological well-being 
matter a great deal to people, Warr (2012) suggested that a working definition of 
psychological well-being should cover both types of aspects. Along similar lines, 
Shek (1999, 2007) also advocated conceptualizing psychological well-being as the 
absence of pathological symptoms combined with the presence of positive attributes 
of mental health.

In mainland China, children’s psychological well-being has recently attracted 
particular attention from social science researchers, some of whom have investigated 
gender differences in children’s psychological well-being in empirical studies (Jones 
et  al., 2016). However, consensus about whether boys or girls enjoy greater psy-
chological well-being in mainland China has remained out of reach. For instance, 
some studies have shown that girls demonstrated greater psychological well-being 
than boys, who typically exhibited lower self-esteem, higher psychological distress, 
and greater rates of depression (Chen et al., 2009; Liu & Zhao, 2016; Wong et al., 
2009). However, other have revealed higher levels of psychological distress among 
girls than boys (Jiang, 2020), while still others have not shown any gender differ-
ences in children’s psychological well-being in mainland China, given results that 
boys and girls exhibited similar levels of depression and satisfaction with their lives 
(Chen & Chan, 2016; To et al., 2017). In part, the inconsistency of such findings can 
be attributed to the researchers’ use of different non-representative regional data in 
their studies. To overcome such discrepancies, gender difference in children’s psy-
chological well-being should be examined with nationally representative data, espe-
cially in such a way as to explore the psychological well-being and the associated 
gender differences in a more comprehensive manner by incorporating both positive 
and negative definition of psychological well-being in a single research design.

Aside from gender-based differences in children’s psychological well-being in 
mainland China, influencing factors of their psychological well-being also await 
exploration. From an ecological perspective, children’s development and psycho-
logical well-being can be influenced by various factors at different ecological levels, 
with some playing protective roles (i.e., protective factors) and others being harm-
ful (i.e., risk factors; Bronfenbrenner, 1992; Shek & Siu, 2019). Among the various 
perspectives guiding the exploration of factors influencing children’s psychological 
well-being, the positive youth development (PYD) approach, based on ecological 
theory, emphasizes that both internal developmental assets (e.g., children’s psycho-
social and academic competence) and external ones (e.g., influence of family and 
school) are important in promoting children’s positive development and well-being 
(Qi et  al., 2020; Shek et  al., 2019). Along with the PYD approach, self-determi-
nation theory also suggests that children’s well-being is directly associated with 
the satisfaction of their innate psychological needs for competence and relatedness 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000), while expectancy–value theory proposes that relatively high 
parental expectations can enhance children’s psychological development and well-
being by promoting their motivation and self-assessment (Leung & Shek, 2019). 
Added to those frameworks, social causation theory and the family stress model 
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suggest that economic disadvantage may also affect children’s development and 
well-being (Shek & Ng, 2014). However, those perspectives, theories and models 
have been applied in theoretical and empirical investigations on the risk and pro-
tective factors of children’s psychological well-being mostly in Western contexts, 
rarely in mainland China. Therefore, we are not sure whether the Chinese empirical 
evidence could fit with these theoretical frameworks. As suggested by Shek (2014) 
and Leung and Fung (2021), conducting such research in mainland China is impor-
tant because it increases our knowledge about the quality of life among children in 
non-Western context. On top of that, gender differences in the ways that those fac-
tors affect children’s psychological well-being in mainland China have also scarcely 
been explored.

Against those backgrounds, we sought to gauge gender differences in children’s 
psychological well-being in mainland China in light of nationally representative 
data, as well as investigate potential risk and protective factors of their psychologi-
cal well-being and whether those factors bear similar influence between boys versus 
girls. We expect that our findings can help to expand current understanding of chil-
dren’s psychological well-being and provide empirical evidence to guide the design 
and implementation of children’s services in mainland China.

Children’s Competence and Psychological Well‑Being

According to the self-determination theory, competence refers to confidence and 
ability to perform well and deal with challenges (Ryan & Deci, 2002). For children, 
competences in different domains, as internal developmental assets, are important 
for their positive development (Lerner et al., 2005; Shek et al., 2019). For school-age 
children who are developing intellectually, physically and socially, those domains 
refer to performing well in school, being physically healthy, and possessing good 
social skills. In empirical studies across cultures, achievement in those domains 
has been shown to relate significantly to children’s higher psychological well-being 
(e.g., Borja et al., 2016; Garrido et al., 2013; Leung et al., 2021; Segrin & Taylor, 
2007; Shek & Li, 2014).

Influence of Family and School

Three theories including the PYD approach, the self-determination theory, and the 
expectancy-value theory all emphasize the influence of family and school on chil-
dren’s psychological development. Both the PYD approach and the self-determina-
tion theory discuss the influence of family and school systems in satisfying chil-
dren’s need for relatedness, meaning children’s feeling of being connected to or 
cared for by others and their sense of belonging in families, schools, and other eco-
systems, with resources such as parent–child closeness, positive family communica-
tion, and caring school climate being important external assets in supporting their 
positive development (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Shek et al., 2019).
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In the family system, children’s relationships with their parents are important 
indicators of their sense of relatedness. Parent–child relationships have multiple 
dimensions, all with diverse influences. On the one hand, parent–child closeness and 
positive communication can make children feel loved and cared for, which can pro-
mote their development and well-being. On the other hand, parent–child conflict can 
damage children’s sense of relatedness to their parents and their sense of belonging 
in the family, which may harm their psychological well-being and, in turn, prompt 
their involvement in risky behavior (Bradford et  al., 2008; Lim et  al., 2015; Low, 
2021; Shek & Ng, 2014). In the Chinese context in particular, another critical fac-
tor that requires attention is parent–child separation. Each year, millions of people 
living in rural China migrate to cities for work without their underage children, and 
the number of these ‘left-behind children’ with both parents migrating to cities has 
reached 697 million until 2018 (Ministry of Civil Affairs of the People’s Republic 
of China, 2018). As empirical research has shown, parent–child separation is det-
rimental not only to children’s sense of relatedness to their parents but also to their 
psychological development (Chen & Chan, 2016).

In the school system, by comparison, children’s sense of relatedness to their 
teachers and schools also influence their adjustment and psychological well-being 
(Van Ryzin et  al., 2009). Children who have more satisfactory relationships with 
their teachers are more likely to feel cared for and supported, and children who are 
more content at school are also more likely to feel a higher sense of belonging, and 
both feelings arguably boost their psychological well-being and academic achieve-
ment (Chu et al., 2010; Suldo et al., 2013; Tam et al., 2020).

Unlike self-determination theory, which stresses how children’s sense of com-
petence and relatedness affects their psychological well-being, expectancy–value 
theory emphasizes the influence of parental expectations. According to expec-
tancy–value theory, parental expectations can influence children’s motivation for 
success and their self-assessment of competence, and, in turn, promote their psy-
chological development (Leung & Shek, 2019). The theory has been supported by 
empirical research in Hong Kong, in which children who reported higher parental 
expectations also reported higher cognitive competence and stronger self-identity 
(Leung & Shek, 2019).

Impact of Socioeconomic Status

Social causation theory and the family stress model of economic hardship under-
score the influence of the family’s socioeconomic status on children’s psychological 
well-being. According to social causation theory, lower socioeconomic status can 
precipitate adverse outcomes in psychological well-being (Dohrenwend & Dohren-
wend, 1969). Likewise, the family stress model of economic hardship suggests 
that financial strain on the family negatively influences children’s psychological 
well-being due to the resulting increase in the emotional distress of the parent(s), 
the reduction in parent–child warmth, and the rise in parent–child conflict (Shek 
& Ng, 2014). Ample empirical evidence supports the adverse effect of economic 
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disadvantage on children’s psychological development and well-being (Leung & 
Shek, 2020; Shek, 2008). Li et  al. (2019), for example, found that poverty in the 
family exerted a significant negative effect on children’s positive psychological well-
being and could likely contribute to mental illness. In other work, impoverished 
living conditions and residential crowding were associated with lower psychologi-
cal well-being and increased difficulties in behavioral adjustment among children 
(Evans et al., 1998).

In sum, as the ecological model and its various theoretical applications have sug-
gested, factors at different ecological levels have been found to correlate with chil-
dren’s psychological well-being. Among them, factors related to children’s compe-
tence and relatedness, parental expectations, and family’s socioeconomic status have 
attracted sustained attention from scholars, especially in Western contexts. However, 
since factors of children’s psychological well-being in mainland China have not 
been as widely examined, it remains unclear how children’s competence and relat-
edness, parental expectations, and family socioeconomic status jointly affect their 
psychological well-being and whether gender differences exist in the effects of those 
factors.

Research Questions and Hypotheses of the Present Study

To gauge gender differences in children’s psychological well-being in mainland 
China, examine the related risk and protective factors, and investigate gender differ-
ences in their effects, we developed three research questions:

(1) In what ways does the psychological well-being of children in mainland China 
differ according to gender?

(2) What protective or risk-bearing influences do those factors (children’s compe-
tence and relatedness, parental expectations, and family socioeconomic status) 
exert on the psychological well-being of children in mainland China?

(3) Do those risk and protective factors similarly affect the psychological well-being 
of boys and girls in mainland China?

Considering the inconsistency of empirical findings about the first question, we 
approached that question in an exploratory manner and proposed no hypothesis for 
it. For the second question, by contrast, we articulated three hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 Guided by the PYD approach and self-determination theory, it was 
expected that factors able to enhance children’s competence in schoolwork, physical 
health, and interpersonal interaction, as well as factors able to strengthen their sense 
of relatedness with family and school boost their psychological well-being, whereas 
factors such as academic stress and parent–child conflict that damage their sense of 
competence and relatedness lower it.
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Hypothesis 2 Based on expectancy–value theory, it was expected that higher paren-
tal expectations promote children’s psychological well-being.

Hypothesis 3 According to the social causation theory and the family stress model 
of economic hardship, lower family socioeconomic status (i.e., lower income and 
impoverished living conditions) reduce children’s psychological well-being.

Last, because current theoretical perspectives and empirical researches have not 
provided adequate reasons or evidence to support specific hypotheses regarding the 
third research question, we also approached that question as an exploratory one and 
proposed no hypothesis for it.

Method

Data and Sample

We used data from the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS 2014), a comprehensive 
national survey that collects information at individual, household, and community 
levels with multiple questionnaires. The sampling method consistently adopted by 
CFPS has been probability proportionate to size. In 2014, CFPS collected informa-
tion from 37,147 adults, 8616 children, 13,946 households, and 621 communities 
in 25 provinces, municipalities, or autonomous regions in China. Of the children 
surveyed, only those aged between 10 and 15 years old had completed a self-report 
questionnaire addressing their psychological well-being. Thus, those 10- to 15-year-
old children were selected as units of analysis for this study. After we excluded 
cases of children who had quit school or not registered in the Chinese government’s 
household registration system, 2466 children remained in our final dataset for anal-
ysis. Data used in our study were collected with the CFPS Family Questionnaire, 
the CFPS Adult Proxy Report for a Child Questionnaire, and the CFPS Child Self-
Report Questionnaire.
Measures

Dependent Variables

Adopting the conceptualization of psychological well-being as the presence of posi-
tive human functioning and mental attributes combined with the absence of psy-
chological dysfunction (Shek, 2007; Stallings et al., 1997), we operationalized psy-
chological well-being as the absence of psychological distress combined with the 
presence of happiness and confidence about the future.

In the CFPS, psychological distress was measured using the Kessler 6 Rat-
ing Scale, which contains six items: “How often in the past month did you feel 
so depressed / nervous / restless / fidgety / hopeless that nothing could cheer you 
up / that everything was an effort / that life was meaningless.” The reverse-coded 
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response categories range from 1 (never) to 5 (almost daily), with higher scores rep-
resenting higher psychological distress. Cronbach’s alpha of the recoded Kessler 6 
Rating Scale was 0.795, and the mean of its six items was used to represent psycho-
logical distress as a dependent variable.

Happiness was measured with a single question (i.e., “Are you happy?”), as was 
confidence about the future (i.e., “Are you confident about your future?”), both 
in response categories ranging from 0 (Not at all) to 10 (Very much), with higher 
scores representing greater happiness and greater confidence about the future.
Independent Variables

Independent variables were organized into several categories, including children’s 
competence and relatedness, parental expectations, and family’s socioeconomic 
status.

For children’s competence, we included responses about physical health and 
frequency of physical exercise, academic performance and academic pressure, and 
interpersonal popularity and interpersonal skills. First, health was measured by 
responses to one question (i.e., “How would you rate your health status?”), and the 
reverse-coded answer categories ranging from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent). Second, 
weekly physical exercise frequency was measured with the question “Including 
physical education, how often did you participate in physical exercise in the past 
week?” Third, academic performance was measured with two questions (i.e., “What 
was the child’s average grade in Chinese language or grammar last semester?” and 
“What was the child’s average grade in math last semester?”), with response catego-
ries ranging from 1 (excellent) to 4 (poor) that we reverse-coded. In turn, the mean 
of children’s Chinese and math scores was used to represent their overall academic 
competence. Fourth, academic pressure was measured by responses to one question 
(i.e., “How much academic pressure do you put on yourself?”), with answers rang-
ing from 1 (no pressure) to 5 (a lot of pressure). Last, respondents’ interpersonal 
popularity and interpersonal skills were measured with two questions (i.e., “Do you 
think you are popular?” and “Is it easy for you to get along well with others?”), both 
with answer categories ranging from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very much).

Next, factors of parent–child relationship and children’s satisfaction with their 
teachers and schools were included in the category of children’s relatedness. For 
parent–child relationship, the factors included experience of parent–child separa-
tion, parent–child closeness, frequency of high-quality parent–child communication, 
and frequency of parent–child conflict. In the CFPS, parent–child separation was 
measured with one question (i.e., “How long did the child live with his or her father 
or mother in the past year?”), with reverse-coded response categories ranging from 
1 (almost never) to 7 (almost the entire year), in which higher scores indicated a 
longer period of living together and, by the same token, a shorter period of sepa-
ration. Parent–child closeness was measured with another question (i.e., “Do your 
parents know whom you are with when you are not at home?”), with recoded answer 
categories ranging from 1 (never know) to 5 (always know). By contrast, frequency 
of high-quality parent–child communication and parent–child conflict were meas-
ured by asking two questions (i.e. “In the past month, how many times did you and 
your parents have a heart-to-heart talk?” and “In the past month, how many times 
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did you quarrel with your parents?”). Last, for children’s relatedness with teachers 
and their schools, children also answered two questions (i.e., “Are you satisfied with 
your school?” and “Are you satisfied with your head teacher?”), both with answer 
categories ranging from 1 (extremely unsatisfied) to 5 (extremely satisfied).

As for parental expectations and family’s socioeconomic status, we included 
parental educational expectations, annual household income, and family living con-
ditions in analysis. In particular, parents’ educational expectations were measured 
by asking the child’s primary caregiver one question (i.e., “What is the highest level 
of education that you wish your child could obtain?”), with recoded response cat-
egories ranging from 0 (no need to go to school) to 8 (doctoral degree). Next, annual 
household income was measured with another question (i.e., “In the past 12 months, 
what was your family’s total income?”). Last, living conditions were measured based 
on the interviewers’ rating of “Neatness of the respondent’s home” and “Crowded-
ness in the respondent’s home”, both with response categories ranging from 1 (very 
messy / crowded) to 7 (very clean / uncrowded).

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted with the Statistical Package for Social Science. The 
status quo of respondents’ psychological well-being was assessed in a descriptive 
analysis, whereas gender differences in those indicators were gauged using an inde-
pendent sample t test. Because multiple regression is generally used to probe the 
relationship between multiple predictor variables and one dependent variable, we 
performed multiple regression according to gender as a way to investigate the pos-
sible protective and risk-bearing effects of independent factors on respondents’ psy-
chological well-being. The model estimation can be explained with the following 
equation:

in which PWB represents psychological well-being, xi (i = 1, 2 … n) are the inde-
pendent variables, and bi (i = 1, 2 … n) are the estimated coefficients. Last, the t test 
was used to verify whether gender had a statistically significant effect on each inde-
pendent variable’s impact on children’s psychological well-being in China.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations

According to the results of our descriptive analysis (see Table 1), girls in our sample 
reported lower psychological distress (M = 1.494, SD = 0.573) than boys (M = 1.535, 
SD = 0.593), greater happiness (M = 8.440, SD = 1.829) than boys (M = 8.090, 
SD = 1.976), and higher confidence about the future (M = 7.900, SD = 1.880) than 
boys (M = 7.820, SD = 1.902). Those results support the findings of Chen et  al. 
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(2018) and Wang and Zhou (2017) that girls in China enjoy higher psychological 
well-being than boys. However, gender difference for those indicators in our study 
was only statistically significant for happiness, t(2462) = 4.536, p = 0.000 (not 
tabulated).

In addition to disparities in psychological well-being, significant gender differ-
ences in multiple predictor variables emerged between girls and boys. For exam-
ple, regarding children’s competence, girls reported better academic performance 
(M = 2.822, SD = 0.854) than boys (M = 2.657, SD = 0.864), t(2464) = 4.777, 
p = 0.000 (not tabulated) and better interpersonal skills (M = 7.460, SD = 1.850) than 
boys (M = 7.280, SD = 1.962), t(2458) = 2.421, p = 0.016 (not tabulated).

In terms of children’s relatedness with parents, boys lived with their fathers 
for longer (M = 5.131, SD = 2.136) than did girls (M = 4.887, SD = 2.216), 
t(2415) = − 2.777, p = 0.006 (not tabulated). Girls reported more frequent high-qual-
ity communication with their parents (M = 2.563, SD = 4.327) than boys (M = 2.146, 
SD = 3.875), t(2355) = 2.513, p = 0.012 (not tabulated) and kept closer connec-
tions with them (M = 3.860, SD = 1.138) than boys did (M = 3.527, SD = 1.204), 
t(2458) = 7.052, p = 0.000 (not tabulated).

Regarding children’s relatedness with teachers and schools, girls reported higher 
satisfaction with school (M = 4.050, SD = 0.991) than boys (M = 3.950, SD = 1.025), 
t(2464) = 2.468, p = 0.014 (not tabulated) and greater satisfaction with teach-
ers (M = 4.350, SD = 0.944) than boys (M = 4.200, SD = 1.016), t(2464) = 3.686, 
p = 0.000 (not tabulated).

Bivariate correlation analysis showed that all of the independent variables were 
significantly correlated with several, if not all, of the dependent indicators. Thus, all 
independent variables were included in the subsequent regression analysis.
Multiple Regression Analysis

The results of the multiple regression analysis appear in Table 2. Overall, the predic-
tor variables explained 13.1% and 16.0% of the variance in girls’ and boys’ psycho-
logical distress, 23.2% and 30.6% of the variance in girls’ and boys’ happiness, and 
25.7% and 24.7% of the variance in girls’ and boys’ confidence about the future, all 
respectively.

In relation to psychological distress, many of children’s competence-related fac-
tors were influential, albeit to varying degrees. For example, better academic perfor-
mance reduced the psychological distress of both girls (β =  − 0.064, p < 0.05) and 
boys (β =  − 0.127, p < 0.001), as did better interpersonal skills (β =  − 0.102, p < 0.01 
for girls; β =  − 0.094, p < 0.01 for boys). Better physical health, by contrast, lowered 
psychological distress among boys (β =  − 0.094, p < 0.001) but not girls. On the con-
trary, higher academic pressure, the factor liable to damage children’s sense of com-
petence, increased both girls’ (β = 0.112, p < 0.001) and boys’ (β = 0.215, p < 0.001) 
psychological distress, although significantly more among boys, t(2464) = 2.898, 
p = 0.004 (not tabulated).

As for the effects of competence-related factors on children’s happiness and con-
fidence about the future, physical exercise promoted girls’ happiness (β = 0.065, 
p < 0.05) and confidence about the future (β = 0.056, p < 0.05), and its effect on hap-
piness differed significantly between girls and boys, t(2464) = 1.997, p = 0.046 (not 
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tabulated). Better academic performance related to greater confidence about the 
future for both girls (β = 0.078, p < 0.01) and boys (β = 0.094, p < 0.001). Beyond 
that, better health (β range from 0.055 to 0.072), higher interpersonal popularity (β 
range from 0.198 to 0.262), and better interpersonal skills (β range from 0.170 to 
0.213) all significantly promoted girls’ and boys’ happiness and confidence about 
the future.

Concerning children’s relatedness with parents, living with one’s father for longer 
reduced boys’ psychological distress (β =  − 0.066, p < 0.05), while living with one’s 
mother increased boys’ happiness (β = 0.074, p < 0.05). Meanwhile, parent–child 
closeness lowered the psychological distress of both girls (β =  − 0.147, p < 0.001) 

Table 2  Multiple Regression Results for children’s psychological well-being by gender

Different lowercase letters (a, b): Gender difference is significant at .05 and .01 level (t test result), 
respectively; and the related t-values and p values are presented in the main text but not tabulated
* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 two-tailed

Psychological distress Happiness Confidence about the 
future

Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys

β β β β β β

Age  − .037  − .081**  − .054* .014  − .088***  − .047
Agricultural household  − .009 .03  − .01 .055* .014 .009
Competence
 Health  − .043  − .094*** .070** .070** .072** .055*

 Weekly physical exercise .021 .044 .065*a  − .005 a .056* .001
 Academic performance  − .064*  − .127*** .043 .024 .078** .094***

 Academic pressure .112***b .215***b  − .023  − .027 .016  − .001
 Interpersonal popularity  − .047  − .04 .228*** .250*** .262*** .198***

 Interpersonal skills  − .102**  − .094** .200*** .170*** .191*** .213***

Relatedness
 Time living with father .008  − .066*  − .014 .005 .008  − .02
 Time living with mother  − .047 .005 .037 .074* .000 .042
 P–C closeness  − .147***  − .103*** .023 .063** .011 .026
 P–C conflict .166*** .129***  − .046  − .078***  − .036  − .055*

 P–C communication .035 .039 .065* .076** .053* .054*

 Satisfaction with school  − .074*b .044 b .042 .080** .047 a .135***a
 Satisfaction with teacher  − .021  − .055 .121*** .158*** .084** .019

Parental expectation
 Parental expectation  − .034  − .009  − .013 .039 .056* .067**

Socioeconomic status
 Household income  − .028  − .02 .022  − .001  − .006  − .007
 Home neatness  − .008  − .034 .072*a .145***a .002 .036
 Home crowdedness .052  − .001  − .047  − .031  − .013 .013

R2 .131 .16 .232 .306 .257 .247
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and boys (β =  − 0.103, p < 0.001) and promoted happiness among boys (β = 0.063, 
p < 0.01). High-quality parent–child communication increased the happiness of 
both girls (β = 0.065, p < 0.05) and boys (β = 0.076, p < 0.01), along with their con-
fidence about the future (girls: β = 0.053, p < 0.05; boys: β = 0.054, p < 0.05). Par-
ent–child conflict, on the contrary, increased the psychological distress of both girls 
(β = 0.166, p < 0.001) and boys (β = 0.129, p < 0.001) as well as reduced boys’ happi-
ness (β =  − 0.078, p < 0.001) and confidence about the future (β =  − 0.055, p < 0.05).

In terms of children’s relatedness with teachers and schools, satisfaction with 
teachers exerted no significant influence on children’s psychological distress, 
although it did promote the happiness of both girls (β = 0.121, p < 0.001) and boys 
(β = 0.158, p < 0.001), along with girls’ confidence about the future (β = 0.084, 
p < 0.01). Satisfaction with school reduced girls’ psychological distress (β =  − 0.074, 
p < 0.05) and boosted boys’ happiness (β = 0.08, p < 0.01) and confidence about the 
future (β = 0.135, p < 0.001). As a contrast, the influence of children’s satisfaction 
with school on reducing psychological distress was significantly higher among girls, 
t(2464) = 2.749, p = 0.006 (not tabulated), and its effect on promoting the confidence 
about the future was significantly greater among boys, t(2464) = 2.146, p = 0.032 
(not tabulated).

As for the influence of parental expectations and the family’s socioeconomic sta-
tus, parental educational expectations did not significantly influence children’s psy-
chological distress or happiness, although it did enhance their confidence about the 
future (girls: β = 0.056, p < 0.05; boys: β = 0.067, p < 0.01). Neatness of one’s home 
helped to boost girls’ (β = 0.072, p < 0.05) and boys’ (β = 0.145, p < 0.001) happi-
ness, whereas the influence of annual household income and the crowdedness of 
the home on children’s psychological well-being was not significant. By gender, the 
influence of neatness of one’s home on happiness was significantly higher among 
boys than girls, t(2464) = 2.007, p = 0.045 (not tabulated).

Discussion

In our study, we examined the psychological well-being of children in mainland 
China, its protective and risk factors, and the gender differences related to them. 
Guided by ecological systems theory and the PYD approach, as well as combining 
self-determination theory, expectancy–value theory, and social causation theory for 
a theoretical rationale, we hypothesized that factors related to children’s competence 
and relatedness, parental expectations, and the family’s socioeconomic status would 
significantly influence the psychological well-being of children in mainland China.

Gender Differences in Children’s Psychological Well‑Being

Our findings showed that boys in mainland China reported lower psychological well-
being than girls, whose well-being manifested as less psychological distress, greater 
happiness, and higher confidence about the future. However, gender differences in 
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psychological well-being were statistically significant for happiness only, not for 
psychological distress or confidence about the future.

As for the possible reasons, the literature shows that girls generally outperform 
boys in academic achievement and interpersonal relationship during elementary and 
middle school (Zhao, 2000), and the same dynamic was indeed the case for the girls 
in our sample. Meanwhile, girls in China are less pressured to achieve personal suc-
cess (Shek & Liu, 2014). Taken together, it is highly possible that the better aca-
demic performance, the better interpersonal relationship, and the lower achievement 
pressure benefits girls in mainland China and contributes to their being significantly 
happier than boys.

However, Shek and Wu (2014) cautioned that even though girls in mainland 
China are less pressured than boys to pursue personal success, they are expected 
to be empathetic, caring, and sensitive on an interpersonal level. This gender role 
expectation increases girls’ sensitive to people’s evaluation feedback, thus heighten-
ing girls’ internal distress and negative self-evaluation beyond those of boys (Pomer-
antz et  al., 2002). This gender role difference might reduce the influence of girls’ 
advantage in schoolwork and interpersonal relationship, and narrow down the gen-
der differences in boys’ and girls’ psychological distress and confidence about the 
future.

Gender Differences in Protective and Risk Factors of Children’s Psychological 
Well‑Being

Supporting Hypothesis 1, competence-related factors of children in China, including 
their physical health, academic performance, interpersonal popularity and skills, had 
protective effects on the psychological well-being of both girls and boys, for whom 
academic pressure was a shared risk factor.

Among the protective effects of the competence-related factors, effects of inter-
personal popularity and skills ranked the highest, followed by academic perfor-
mance and physical health. Even though gender differences in the effects of those 
factors on psychological well-being were not significant, girls reported significantly 
better academic performance and interpersonal skills than boys, which helped to 
consolidate girls’ leading position in reporting higher overall psychological well-
being than boys.

Worldwide, girls commonly outperform boys in academic assessments and inter-
personal interactions. Reviewing the literature, we identified several proposed expla-
nations for those gender differences. For example, in terms of the gender difference 
in interpersonal skills, the difference in gender socialization has been proposed as 
contributing factor. In particular, whereas boys are encouraged to uphold tradi-
tional expectations of men, including competitiveness and aggressiveness, girls are 
encouraged to act in more prosocial ways by being kind, patient, and accommodat-
ing, which helps them to become more sociable in general (Umberson et al., 1996). 
Similar to the global trend, the phenomenon is also common in China and may help 
to explain why girls in our sample reported higher interpersonal skills than boys.
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In terms of academic performance, at least three possible reasons explain why 
girls outperform boys. First, compared with boys, girls are expected to be interper-
sonally sensitive and concerned with pleasing authority figures such as parents and 
teachers, which may urge them to intensify their efforts to perform well in school 
(Pomerantz et al., 2001). Second, unlike boys, who usually adopt self-confident per-
ceptions about their abilities, girls are more apt to view academic performance as a 
manifestation of their capability and thus to exert more effort to excel in their studies 
and on academic assessments (Roberts, 1991). Third, according to one study con-
ducted in China, girls have stronger academic consciousness and better study habits 
than boys, which may further widen the gender gap in academic performance (Zhao, 
2000).

As for the effect of academic pressure, no significant gender difference in the 
perceived level of academic pressure surfaced among our respondents, although 
the influence of academic pressure on psychological distress was greater among 
boys than girls. Generally, boys are expected to show a higher level of confidence 
and possess a higher level of self-efficacy than girls (Catalano et al., 2004). Thus, 
because boys and girls in our sample reported a similar level of pressure, it is highly 
likely that the internal pressure shouldered by boys was greater than that shouldered 
by girls, which may have aggravated boys’ psychological distress to a greater degree.

Further supporting Hypothesis 1, our findings demonstrated that factors associ-
ated with children’s relatedness—parent–child closeness, high-quality parent–child 
communication, and satisfaction with schools and teachers—were protective factors 
for children’s psychological well-being in China. However, parent–child conflict was 
a risk factor, for it increased psychological distress among boys and girls as well as 
decreased boys’ happiness and confidence about the future.

Among the protective factors associated with relatedness in family, parent–child 
closeness decreased the psychological distress of our respondents, while high-qual-
ity parent–child communication promoted their happiness and confidence about the 
future. Although gender differences in the effects of those two variables on chil-
dren’s psychological well-being were not significant, girls did report significantly 
higher parent–child closeness and more frequent high-quality parent–child commu-
nication than boys, and that difference could partly explain why girls in our sample 
reported higher psychological well-being than boys. In the Chinese culture, daugh-
ters are often compared to a parent’s “warm, close-fitting jacket” (“tiē shēn xiǎo 
mián ǎo”), which suggests the close, warm relationship expected between parents 
and daughters. Therefore, it is unsurprising that girls reported significantly higher 
closeness and more frequent high-quality communication with their parents than 
boys in our study.

Regarding the influence of the school system, girls again reported significantly 
higher satisfaction than boys with their schools and teachers, which corroborates 
published empirical evidence and helped to boost girls’ psychological well-being. 
From an empirical standpoint, gender has been reported as a strong predictor for sat-
isfaction with schools and teachers (Saleh et al., 2019). Girls, educated to be proso-
cial and equipped with better skills than boys in managing interpersonal relation-
ships, tend to be more able to maintain satisfactory relationships with their teachers. 
By extension, influenced by their better relationship with teachers and classmates 
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as well as their better academic performance than boys, they are also more likely to 
enjoy higher satisfaction with their schools (Hui & Sun, 2010).

Supporting Hypothesis 2, our findings revealed that higher parental educational 
expectations benefited children’s psychological well-being in mainland China by 
promoting both girls’ and boys’ confidence about the future, as consistent with the 
assumptions of expectancy–value theory (Leung & Shek, 2019). As for Hypothesis 
3, neither household income nor crowdedness at home significantly related to the 
psychological well-being of children in mainland China. Thus, the hypothesis 3 was 
partly rejected.

Related with hypothesis 3, some research conducted in mainland China and Hong 
Kong reported that there is a statistically significant association between economic 
disadvantage and children’s psychological development (See Li et al., 2019; Shek, 
2008). However, in this study, no significant influence of household income  on 
respondents’ psychological well-being is shown. We speculate that the reason for 
such divergence lies in the ways how economic status is operationalized as vari-
ables. Economic status categorized as economic disadvantaged / non-disadvan-
taged is a categorical variable in previous studies mentioned above, and such vari-
able was used for representing a state of absolute poverty. While in our study, we 
utilized a continuous variable—that is, household income—as our indicator for the 
financial factor in relation to children’s psychological development. Thus, in terms 
of the influence of socioeconomic status, the difference between current study and 
previous researches suggests that absolute poverty conditions have adverse effects 
on children’s psychological well-being rather than the relatively continuous differ-
ence in household income. Likewise, supporting our speculation, two research con-
ducted in Hong Kong by Fung (2021) and Low (2021) also reported that household 
income in their studies had no significant influence on children’s psychological well-
being in terms of anxiety/depression, aggressive/delinquent behavior, and suicidal 
ideation.

Among the variables related to family’s socioeconomic status, the neatness of 
one’s home was the sole factor with significant influence on children’s psychological 
well-being. However, home neatness was also influenced by the attitude and living 
habit of adults in the family, in addition to the influence of the family’s socioeco-
nomic status. And because parents who are more capable of maintaining order at 
home may also be better prepared to provide children with timely support, it is quite 
possible that the attitude and living habit of parents matter more than the family’s 
socioeconomic status (Saxbe & Repetti, 2010).

By and large, concerning the protective and risk factors associated with children’s 
psychological well-being in mainland China, our findings support self-determina-
tion theory and expectancy–value theory, which suggest that children’s competence 
and relatedness, and parental expectations are important factors of children’s psy-
chological development and well-being. However, our study did not reveal strong 
empirical evidence in support of social causation theory, because the effects of nei-
ther annual household income nor crowdedness at home were significant. Beyond 
that, by relating gender differences in children’s psychological well-being in main-
land China with gender differences in their risk and protective factors, we found that 
boys’ lower psychological well-being might be partly explained by their relatively 
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lower scores in protective factors (e.g., academic and interpersonal achievement 
and relatedness with family and school) and their relatively higher sensitivity to the 
harmful effects of risk factors such as academic pressure.

Limitations and Implications

Our study involved several limitations. First, due to a gap in the data from the CFPS 
survey, we could not examine how children’s relatedness with peers influenced their 
psychological well-being. Similar to their relatedness with parents and teachers, 
children’s relatedness with peers is also considered to be important for their psy-
chological development (Pascuzzo et al., 2013). However, because the 2014 CFPS 
survey did not collect much information on peer relationship, it was impossible to 
explore its specific influence in our study. Second, considering the regional hetero-
geneity of mainland China, it would be helpful to include regional and/or municipal 
variables in analyses such as ours in order to correct any possible bias stemming 
from clustering. However, because neither regional nor municipal information was 
collected by the CFPS, we also could not control for the influence of regional het-
erogeneity in our study. Third, because we adopted a cross-sectional research design 
and used a single wave of CFPS data in analysis, we struggled to make accurate 
causal inferences about the relationships between independent variables and chil-
dren’s psychological well-being. All of those limitations highlight avenues for future 
research on or related to our topic.

Despite those limitations, our study does advance current understandings of chil-
dren’s psychological well-being in China, including its status quo, its protective and 
risk factors, and gender differences therein. Those findings also stand to support the 
design and implementation of evidence-based social services for children in main-
land China.

First, using large-scale national data, our study revealed that boys in mainland 
China reported lower psychological well-being than girls, which sheds light on the 
importance of caring for and promoting the psychological well-being of boys. Sec-
ond, supporting the PYD approach, self-determination theory, and expectancy–value 
theory, protective factors related to children’s personal competence—that is, internal 
developmental assets (e.g., better health, better academic performance, and better 
interpersonal relationships and skills)—and protective factors in family and school 
systems—that is, external developmental assets (e.g., closer relationship with par-
ents, more frequent high-quality communication with parents, higher parental 
expectations, and satisfactory relationship with schools and teachers)—promoted 
the psychological well-being of both boys and girls in mainland China. In turn, 
that finding reveals the importance of providing comprehensive asset-building ser-
vices to children as a means to promote their positive development and psycho-
logical well-being. And useful practical suggestions related to asset-building and 
PYD can be found in the publications of Shek and colleagues based on their recent 
intervention studies in Hong Kong and mainland China (Ma et  al., 2019; Shek & 
Zhu, 2020; Zhu & Shek, 2020). Third, as our analysis revealed, other than report-
ing lower psychological well-being than girls, boys also reported significantly lower 
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academic achievement, worse interpersonal skills, lower parent–child closeness, 
less frequent high-quality communication with parents, and lower satisfaction with 
their schools and teachers than girls did, all of which are important protective fac-
tors for children’s psychological well-being. Thus, it is necessary for social workers 
and psychology professionals to note those differences and design more boy-friendly 
service projects in domains that promote academic support, interpersonal skills, par-
ent–child communication, and school-based social work.
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