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Abstract
Parental duties can be overwhelming, particularly when parents lack sufficient resources to cope with parenting demands, lead-
ing to parental burnout. Research has shown that parental burnout is positively related to neglect and abuse behaviors towards 
their children; however, few studies have examined parental burnout within the family system, including examining parenting 
styles as an antecedent, and most research has ignored the potential influence of fathers’ parental burnout. This study aimed 
to explore the influence of fathers’ parenting stress and parenting styles on internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors 
in a sample of junior high school students and the mediating effect of parental burnout. Questionnaire data from 236 students 
(56.4% girls) and their fathers (age: M = 39.24, SD = 5.13) were collected on 3 different time points. Fathers were asked to report 
their parenting stress and parenting styles at Time 1, and parental burnout at Time 2, and students were asked to report their 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors at Time 3. The results indicated that: (1) fathers’ parenting stress and negative parent-
ing styles were positively related to parental burnout, and fathers’ positive parenting styles were negatively related to parental 
burnout; (2) fathers’ parental burnout was positively related to children’s internalizing and externalizing problem behavior; and 
(3) fathers’ parental burnout could mediate the relationship between parenting stress, negative parenting styles, and internalizing 
and externalizing problem behavior. These results suggested that fathers’ roles in the parenting process were not negligible, and 
more attention should be given to prevention and intervention methods for fathers’ parental burnout.
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Introduction

When parents lack the resources needed to handle stress-
ors related to parenting, they may develop parental burnout 
(Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018). Parental burnout refers to a 
variety of negative symptoms, such as emotional exhaustion, 
emotional alienation from children, and decreased parenting 
efficacy (Roskam et al., 2017). Recently, parental burnout 
has been extensively studied by numerous researchers in 
over 40 countries (Roskam et al., 2021). Existing researches 
has primarily focused on its measurement (e.g., Cheng et al., 
2020; Kawamoto et al., 2018; Szczygieł et al., 2020), and 
antecedents (e.g., Brianda et al., 2020; Sorkkila & Aunola, 

2020). However, there are still several limitations of study 
on parental burnout.

First, as empirical research on parental burnout was not 
conducted until Roskam et al. (2018) proposed the meas-
urement of parental burnout, studies on the antecedents of 
parental burnout remain insufficient. Based on the concep-
tion of parental burnout (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018), an 
important antecedent variable of parental burnout is par-
enting stress. However, the relationship between parental 
burnout and parenting stress are generally accepted and still 
need more empirical research to support. Second, another 
important antecedent may be the parenting styles. As parent-
ing styles are embodied in all aspects of parenting activities, 
and different parenting styles might result different parenting 
experiences (Crnic & Coburn, 2021). However, to our best 
knowledge, there was only one study preliminarily explored 
the relationship between parenting style and burnout (Mik-
konen et  al., 2022). therefore, the relationship between 
parenting styles and parental burnout remains to be further 
discussed. Third, prior studies related the consequences of 
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parental burnout mainly focused on the effects on parents 
themselves (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2020), pay relatively 
less attention to the direct effects of parental burnout on chil-
dren (Chen et al., 2021). Considering the aim of parenting is 
healthy development of their children, more researches are 
needed to explore the relationship between parental burnout 
and children’ development. One of the important indicators 
of mental health was problem behavior, whereas there was 
only one prior study examined the effect of parental burnout 
on problem behavior (e.g., Chen et al., 2021). Therefore, the 
relationship between parental burnout and problem behavior 
of their children needs to be further discussed.

In addition, previous studies mainly focused on mothers’ 
parental burnout, and thus most of the samples consisted of 
mothers only (Chen et al., 2021; Lebert-Charron, et al., 2021). 
Moreover, even if the studies contained both fathers and moth-
ers, most of them combined fathers and mothers into one 
sample (e.g., LeVigouroux-Nicolas, et al., 2017; Sorkkila & 
Aunola, 2020). However, as fathers have become increasingly 
more involved in parenting (e.g., Xie et al., 2021), more atten-
tion should be paid to fathers’ parental burnout.

Above all, to address these gaps, this study aimed to 
examine the relationships between fathers’ parenting stress, 
parenting styles, and parental burnout, and the mediating 
effects of parental burnout were also examined.

Parenting stress and parental burnout

Parenting stress is conceptualized as a form of stress expe-
rienced by parents during childrearing (Kochanova et al., 
2021). In fact, parenting can be one of the most taxing jobs 
one undertakes (Mikolajczak et al., 2019). From birth on, 
children can put their parents under considerable stress (e.g., 
Crnic & Low, 2002). According to the balance between risks 
and resources theory  (BR2; Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018), 
parental burnout occurs when parents in chronic parenting 
stress and do not have sufficient resources to cope. Therefore, 
the parenting stress is an important antecedent of parental 
burnout, However, due to the empirical research of paren-
tal burnout did not been conducted until recently, empirical 
studies directly focused on the relationship between parent-
ing stress and parental burnout are still not enough. Based 
on this, hypothesis 1 was proposed.

Hypothesis 1: Fathers’ parenting stress would positively 
predict parental burnout.

Parenting styles and parental burnout

Parenting styles refer to constellations of parental attitudes 
and behaviors toward children, which create a general emo-
tional climate for parent–child interaction and parental 
socialization (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). Parenting styles 

play a profound and long-lasting role in children’s devel-
opment (Marcone et al., 2020), with different parenting 
styles resulting in different parenting experiences (Crnic & 
Coburn, 2021). According to  BR2 theory, positive parenting 
styles could be related to the gain of parenting resources, and 
negative parenting styles could be related to the depletion of 
parenting resources (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018).

Influenced by the traditional familial conception of a “loving 
mother, strict father” rooted in early Chinese patriarchal soci-
ety (Ling, 2019), fathers in China tend to adopt harsh parenting 
behaviors, such as authoritative control, restriction, and interfer-
ence towards their children (Marcone et al., 2020). Such parent-
ing behaviors may cause children to form anxious or avoidant 
parent–child attachments, which, in turn, can lead to increases in 
fathers’ stress reactions (Smyth et al., 2015), inefficient parent-
ing styles (Adam et al., 2004), poor parent–child relationships 
(Holstein et al., 2021), and reduce fathers’ parenting self-efficacy 
(Mikolajczak et al., 2018b; Roskam & Mikolajczak, 2021); thus, 
increasing the risks of parental burnout (Cheng et al., 2020; 
Mikolajczak et al., 2019). In contrast, positive parenting styles 
may result in healthy parent–child relationships, a warm and 
loving family atmosphere, and increased parenting self-efficacy 
among fathers (Mikolajczak et al., 2018b; Roskam & Mikolajc-
zak, 2021). Furthermore, positive parenting styles are associated 
with decreased perceptions of role limitations and the presence 
of external resources to cope with parenting risk factors, which 
may result in decreased burnout (Marcone et al., 2020; Roskam 
& Mikolajczak, 2021; Zhang et al., 2019). In view of research 
has demonstrated that parenting styles affect parenting demands 
and resources (Mikolajczak et al., 2018b) and parental burnout 
result from the unbalance of parenting demands and resources. 
Therefore, hypothesis 2 was proposed.

Hypothesis 2: Fathers’ negative parenting styles would 
positively predict parental burnout, while positive parent-
ing style would negative predict parental burnout.

Parental burnout and problem behaviors

Problem behaviors are defined as abnormal behaviors, 
with severity and duration beyond the age range permit-
ted by social moral norms, which can be divided into 
internalizing problem behaviors and externalizing prob-
lem behaviors (Achenbach, 1991). Externalizing problem 
behaviors are those behaviors that are destructive, includ-
ing aggression and skipping classes (Kovacs & Devlin, 
1998), where negative emotions are directed toward oth-
ers (Campbell et al., 2000; Roeser et al., 1998) whereas 
internalizing problem behaviors are related to anxiety and 
mood disorders, including depression, anxiety, and with-
drawal (Eisenberg et al., 2001; Roeser et al., 1998), such 
that negative emotions are directed inward, rather than 
toward others (Roeser et al., 1998).
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According to family system theory, family members are influ-
enced each other (Bowen, 1976). parental burnout may occur 
in the family system and its negative effects may go beyond 
themselves and spill over to parent–child systems. Therefore, 
Parental burnout could be an antecedent of adolescents’ problem 
behaviors (Chen et al., 2021). Previous studies have shown that 
parental burnout can increase conflict between couples (Mikola-
jczak & Roskam, 2020), and adolescents’ exposure to spousal 
conflicts may increase both their internalizing (Philbrook et al., 
2018; Xuan et al., 2018), and externalizing problems (Peng et al., 
2021; Petersen et al., 2015). Furthermore, parental burnout can 
increase parental neglect and abuse (Brianda et al., 2020; Mikola-
jczak et al., 2019; Sorkkila & Aunola, 2020). Parental neglect 
has been identified as a risk factor for adolescents’ delinquency 
(Mak, 1994) and can predict adolescents’ internalizing prob-
lems (Tirfeneh & Srah, 2019), withdrawal (Choi et al., 2020), 
and psychological disorders (Sajid & Shah, 2021). In addition, 
parental violence can predict adolescents’ post-traumatic stress 
disorder (Haj-Yahia et al., 2019), decrease adolescent self-control 
(Willems et al., 2018), and increase the likelihood of adolescents 
being aggressive or victimized (Davis et al., 2020; Xia et al., 
2018). In view of prior studies have supported the prediction of 
parental burnout on adolescents’ problem behaviors (e.g., Chen 
et al., 2021). Therefore, hypothesis 3 was proposed.

Hypothesis 3: Fathers’ parental burnout would positively 
predict children’s internalizing and externalizing problem 
behaviors.

Mediating effect of parental burnout

As noted above, based on the  BR2 theory (Mikolajczak & 
Roskam, 2018), parenting stress and parenting styles could 
be associated with parental burnout. Simultaneously, accord-
ing to family system theory (Bowen, 1976), fathers’ paren-
tal burnout could be associated with adolescents’ problem 
behavior. In addition, prior studies have shown that Fathers’ 
parenting stress could increase the risk of their children’s 
externalizing (Barroso et al., 2018; Silinskas et al., 2020) or 
internalizing problems (Silinskas et al., 2020). And the nega-
tive parenting styles are closely related to children’s active 
or passive violent behavior (Ong et al., 2018) and aggres-
sive behavior (Russ et al., 2003). However, when parents 
adopt positive parenting styles, the democratic and harmo-
nious family atmosphere provides children with additional 
resources, and their children have a decreased likelihood 
of problematic behaviors (Skinner et al., 2022). With the 
combination of  BR2 theory (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018) 
and family system theory (Bowen, 1976), taken Hypotheses 
1–3 together, hypotheses 4 and 5 were proposed:

Hypothesis 4: Parental burnout would mediate the rela-
tionship between parenting stress and problem behaviors.

Hypothesis 5: The relationship between parenting style 
and problem behavior would be mediated by parental 
burnout.

The present study

The present study aimed to examine how fathers’ parenting 
stress and parenting styles are associated with their children’s 
problem behaviors as well as the mediating effect of parental 
burnout in a sample of junior high school students and their 
fathers. The present study selected a sample of junior high 
school students and their fathers for several reasons. First, 
junior high school students are in their adolescence, a devel-
opment stage that involves autonomy seeking and engaging 
in rebellious behaviors (Crnic & Coburn, 2021). Further, 
when children enter adolescence, most parents experience 
increased stress, uncertainty, and vulnerability, resulting in 
increased parenting stress (Crnic & Coburn, 2021).

Existing literature on parental burnout has primarily 
focused on mothers (e.g., Chen et al., 2021; Meeussen & Laar, 
2018), resulting in parental burnout among fathers receiving 
insufficient attention. In traditional Chinese culture, there is 
a well-known saying— “If a son is uneducated, his dad is to 
blame,” emphasizing the importance of fathers’ role in their 
children’s education (Gao & Zhang, 2021). With societal 
progress, the traditional Chinese family division model of 
“men work outside, women do the housework at home” has 
also changed (Wang et al., 2021a), and fathers have become 
increasingly involved in the parenting activities of their chil-
dren. Therefore, this study targeted a sample of fathers. The 
framework of the present study is shown in Fig. 1.

Methods

Participants and procedures

The current study included 455 seven-grade students and their 
fathers from a middle school in Henan Province as participants, 
and the data were collected on three separate occasions with an 

Fig. 1  Theoretical framework of the mediating role of parental burn-
out in the relationship between parenting stress and style and problem 
behaviors in children
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interval of 15 days. Participants were told that the study aimed 
to examine “work and study conditions.” Fathers were asked to 
report their parenting stress and parenting styles at Time 1 and 
parental burnout at Time 2, and students were asked to report their 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors at Time 3. The inves-
tigator distributed questionnaires to the students who were also 
asked to deliver the questionnaires to their fathers at home. When 
the fathers completed their questionnaires, the students returned 
the questionnaires to the investigators in their school. In the third 
round of data collection, students were asked to complete a ques-
tionnaire during class. Both the fathers and students were asked 
to provide the last four digits of the father’s phone number, which 
was used to match the three sets of questionnaire data.

In the first round of data collection, 455 fathers completed 
the survey; in the second round, 417 fathers completed the 
survey; and in the third round, 375 students completed 
the survey. In total, 236 paired data points were matched. 
Fathers had a mean age of 39.24 years (SD = 5.13), with 
166 having a high school education or less and 70 having a 
bachelor’s degree or higher. The sample of students included 
133 girls (56.4%) and 103 boys (43.6%).

Meanwhile, the G*power was used to calculate the mini-
mum sample size needed for the hypothesized model. The 
effect size ƒ2 was set at 0.15, significant level (α) was set at 
0.05, the power at 0.95, then inputting number of our tested 
predictors 4 and total number of predictors 4. The result 
showed that 129 samples were needed to validate hypotheses 
of this study, which means that 236 samples that enrolled in 
our study met the requirement of sample size for data analysis.

Measures

Parenting stress Parenting stress was measured using the Chi-
nese version of the Parenting Stress Index-Short Form (Abidin, 
1990; Ren, 1995), consisting of 36 items. Each item was rated 
using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disa-
gree) to 5 (strongly agree), with a higher score representing 
higher stress levels. An example item was, “Since I have had 
this child, I have been unable to do other new things.” The 
Cronbach’s α in the current study was 0.90.

Parenting styles Parenting style was measured using the Par-
enting Styles Questionnaire (Li & Xu, 2001) that consisted of 
75 items measured on four dimensions: Negative Parenting 
Behavior, Positive Parenting Behavior, Family Atmosphere, 
Educational Expectations, and Confusion. In this study, only 
two dimensions, including 54 items, were examined: Negative 
Parenting Behavior (e.g., “I often threaten my child when s/he 
does something wrong”) and Positive Parenting Behavior (e.g., 
“When the child does something wrong, I patiently express my 
true thoughts in a reasonable way”). Each item was rated on a 
five-point scale ranging from 1 (completely inconsistent) to 5 

(completely consistent). In this study, the Cronbach’s α coef-
ficients for positive and negative parenting styles were 0.88 
and 0.86, respectively.

Parental burnout Parental burnout was measured using the 
Chinese short version of the Parental Burnout Assessment 
(s-PBA; Wang et al., 2021b). It consisted of seven items, and 
each item was rated using a seven-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (completely inconsistent) to 7 (completely consistent), 
with a higher score representing higher burnout. An example 
was, “I feel as though I’ve lost my direction as a dad/mom.” 
For the current sample, the Cronbach’s α was 0.85.

Internalizing and externalizing problems Internalizing and 
externalizing problem behaviors were measured using the sub-
scale of the Chinese version of the Youth Self-Report (YSR; 
Achenbach, 1991; Wang et al., 2005). The original question-
naire consists 8 factor with 112 items. In the present study, 
internalizing (e.g., “I often cry.”) and externalizing (e.g., “I 
often fight.”) problem behaviors included 53 items that were 
measured. The questionnaire consists of 53 items, each rated 
on a 3-point scale ranging from 0 (never) to 2 (often), with 
higher scores representing higher levels of problem behaviors. 
In this study, the Cronbach’s α coefficients for the internalizing 
and externalizing scales were 0.84 and 0.82, respectively.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed in detail using SPSS 22.0 and AMOS 
24.0. First, common method bias and missing data were ana-
lyzed. Second, descriptive statistics and a correlation matrix 
are calculated. Third, a structural equation model (SEM) 
analysis was conducted to calculate the path coefficients 
between the variables, and the bootstrap mediating effects 
procedure was used to test the mediating effects of fathers’ 
parental burnout on parenting stress, parenting styles, and 
problem behaviors. Evaluation of model fit was assessed 
using inferential goodness-of-fit statistics (χ2) and several 
other indices, including the comparative fit index (CFI), 
tucker-lewis coefficien (TLI), normed fit index (NFI), root 
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and stand-
ardized root mean squared residual (SRMR). Values close 
to or greater than 0.95 are desirable on the CFI, TLI, and 
NFI, while the RMSEA and SRMR should preferably be less 
than or equal to 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999; MacCallum et al., 
1996). Point estimates of the indirect effects and 95% confi-
dence intervals for the effects were calculated using a boot-
strapping method with 5000 samples (Preacher et al., 2007).

In addition, when we checked the distribution of the 
data, parental burnout scores did not show a normal distri-
bution. In accordance with a prior study (Mikolajczak et al., 
2018a), the PBA scores were normalized by log transfor-
mations (skewness = 1.995 and kurtosis = 3.875). When the 
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correlation analysis was conducted with the transformed 
scores, there were no significant differences between the 
results of the transformed scores and the original ones, so 
we reported the results of the original scores.

Results

Common method bias

Harman’s one-way test was used to test for common method 
bias, and all items used in the questionnaire in the study 
were put together for exploratory factor analysis, includ-
ing parental burnout, parenting styles, parenting stress, and 
problem behavior questionnaires. The results showed 46 
initial eigenvalues greater than 1, and the maximum factor 
variance explained was 12.64% (less than 40%), so there was 
no common method bias problem in this study.

Missing data analysis

Before conducting the hypothesis testing, Welch’s test was 
conducted between participants who completed the ques-
tionnaire and those who dropped out. There were no signifi-
cant differences between fathers’ age (t = -0.81, df = 446.81, 
p = 0.42), fathers’ education level (t = -0.78, df = 452.92, 
p = 0.44), and students’ gender (t = -1.21, df = 449.89, 
p = 0.23). These results suggest that removing incomplete 
questionnaires did not bias our result significantly.

Descriptions and correlations

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and Pearson’s cor-
relations of all variables. Parenting stress was positively cor-
related with parental burnout (r = 0.31, p = 0.000). Negative 
parenting styles were also positively correlated with parental 
burnout (r = 0.26, p = 0.000), while positive parenting styles 
were negatively correlated with parental burnout (r = -0.23, 
p = 0.000). In addition, parental burnout was positively cor-
related with internalizing (r = 0.32, p = 0.000) and external-
izing problem behaviors (r = 0.19, p = 0.003).

Hypotheses testing of SEM

Parenting stress and parenting style were the independent 
variables in the path analysis, with internalizing and exter-
nalizing problem behaviors as dependent variables. Parental 
burnout was an intermediary variable to create an SEM to 
test the study hypotheses. The model fit the data well: χ 
2 = 3.9, p = 0.000, CFI = 1.000 > 0.95, NFI = 0.987 > 0.95, 
T L I  =  1 . 0 1 9  >  0 . 9 5 ,  R M S E A  =  0 . 0 0 0  <  0 . 0 8 , 
SRMR = 0.02 < 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999; MacCallum et al., 
1996). The results of path analysis are presented in Table 2.

As shown in Table 2, parenting stress had a positive pre-
dictive effect on parental burnout (β = 0.22, p = 0.001). Thus, 
hypothesis 1 was supported. Both negative parenting styles 
(β = 0.12, p = 0.086) and positive parenting styles (β = -0.11, 
p = 0.088) had a marginally significant effect on parental 
burnout, indicating that negative and positive parenting 
styles were predictors of parental burnout. Thus, hypoth-
esis 2 was supported. Parental burnout was also a significant 
positive predictor of internalizing (β = 0.32, p = 0.000) and 
externalizing behavior problems (β = 0.19, p = 0.002). Thus, 
hypothesis 3 was supported.

Parental burnout had a mediating effect on the relation-
ship between fathers’ parenting stress and students’ problem 
behaviors, with significant indirect effects (Internalizing: 
β = 0.03, p = 0.007, 95% CI [0.011, 0.065]; Externalizing: 
β = 0.01, p = 0.007, 95% CI [0.003, 0.035]). Thus, hypothesis 
4 was supported. Moreover, the mediating effects of parental 
burnout in the relationship between fathers’ negative parent-
ing styles and students’ problem behaviors were significant 
(Internalizing: β = 0.02, p = 0.023, 95% CI [0.003, 0.062]; 
Externalizing: β = 0.01, p = 0.024, 95% CI [0.001, 0.032]). 
However, the relationship between fathers’ positive parent-
ing styles and students’ problem behaviors were not medi-
ated by fathers’ parental burnout as the mediating effect was 
not significant (Internalizing: β = -0.02, p = 0.076, 95% CI 
[-0.059, 0.002]; Externalizing: β = -0.01, p = 0.084, 95% CI 
[-0.027, 0.001]). Therefore, hypothesis 5 was partially sup-
ported. The results are shown in Fig. 2.

Table 1  Descriptive statistics 
and correlations between study 
variables

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2; T3, Time 3

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5

1. T1 Parenting Stress 2.29 (0.58)
2. T1 Negative Parenting Styles 2.35 (0.46) 0.45***
3. T1 Positive Parenting Styles 4.03 (0.52) -0.32*** -0.35***
4. T2 Parental Burnout 1.37 (0.54) 0.31*** 0.26*** -0.23***
5. T3 Externalizing Problems 0.27 (0.18) 0.05 0.11 -0.10 0.19**
6. T3 Internalizing Problems 0.33 (0.26) 0.12 0.09 -0.12 0.32*** 0.67***
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Discussion

When individuals experience chronic and overwhelming 
parenting stress (Mikolajczak et al., 2019) or use inappro-
priate parenting styles (Mikolajczak et al., 2018b), they 
may develop parental burnout. Burned-out parents are at 
increased risk for neglect and violence toward their chil-
dren (Mikolajczak et al., 2018a), leading to internalizing 
and externalizing problems behavior in children (Beckmann, 
2021). This study aimed to examine how fathers’ parent-
ing stress and parenting styles are associated with children’s 
problem behaviors through the mediating effect of parental 
burnout within a sample of junior high school students and 
their fathers. Overall, the results generally supported our 
hypotheses.

Parenting stress and parenting style were found to predict 
parental burnout over time, consistent with previous research. 
The risk of parental burnout has been shown to increase 
when fathers’ parenting stress exceeds their coping resources 

(Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2020; Mikolajczak et al., 2019). 
Fathers who are influenced by the traditional culture of Chi-
nese fathers as “the head of the family” may be likely to have 
harsh parenting styles, such as authoritative control. Thus, 
they have problems with listening to their children, impairing 
the parent–child relationship, which in turn, increases feelings 
of burnout (Holstein et al., 2021). In contrast, fathers who 
implement positive parenting styles are likely to form good 
parent–child relationships (Skinner et al., 2022), improve their 
parenting self-efficacy, and reduce the likelihood of parental 
burnout (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2020).

Moreover, our results indicated that parental burnout had 
predictive effects on students’ internalizing and external-
izing problem behaviors. Junior high school students are 
already at increased risk for problem behaviors (Crnic & 
Coburn, 2021); fathers, as one of the closest to their chil-
dren (Silinskas et al., 2020), can directly influence their 
adolescents’ internal or external problem behaviors when 
they are experiencing parental burnout (Mikolajczak et al., 
2019; Roskam et  al., 2018). The negative influence of 
fathers’ parental burnout on children can be sizable; there-
fore, researchers should pay attention to fathers to detect, 
prevent, and intervene when they experience parental burn-
out (Yu, 2021).

The mediating role of parental burnout was also identified. 
Fathers experience parental burnout when they face chronic 
parenting stress due to the excessive demands placed on them 
by parenting activities (Meeussen & Laar, 2018; Mikolajc-
zak et al., 2018b), a lack of spousal support (Mikolajczak 
et al., 2018b), low family income (Kawamoto et al., 2018), 
parent–child tension (Yu, 2021), and difficulty maintaining 
healthy parent–child relationships due to negative parenting 
styles (Gong, 2020). This creates a sense of frustration relat-
ing to parenting and a gradual dislike in their role as a father 
(Mikolajczak et al., 2019). Fathers who are burned out may 

Table 2  Results of path analysis

† p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Paths β SE

Direct Effects
  Parenting Stress → Parental Burnout 0.22*** 0.06
  Negative Parenting Styles → Parental Burnout 0.12† 0.08
  Positive Parenting Styles → Parental Burnout -0.11† 0.07
  Parental Burnout → Externalizing Problems 0.32*** 0.03
  Parental Burnout → Internalizing Problems 0.19** 0.02

Indirect Effects
  Parenting Stress → Parental Burnout → Externalizing Problems 0.01** 0.01
  Parenting Stress → Parental Burnout → Internalizing Problems 0.03** 0.01
  Negative Parenting Styles → Parental Burnout → Externalizing Problems 0.01* 0.01
  Negative Parenting Styles → Parental Burnout → Internalizing Problems 0.02* 0.01
  Positive Parenting Styles → Parental Burnout → Externalizing Problems -0.01 0.01
  Positive Parenting Styles → Parental Burnout → Internalizing Problems -0.02 0.01

Fig. 2  Result of analyzed model. Notes: χ2 = 3.9, p = 0.000, 
CFI = 1.000 > 0.95, NFI = 0.987 > 0.95, TLI = 1.019 > 0.95, 
RMSEA = 0.000 < 0.08, SRMR = 0.02 < 0.08, Dark arrows indicate 
the significant hypothesized paths. Faded double-curved arrows sig-
nify concurrent associations between the variables. †p < 0.10, ** 
p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. The path coefficients are standardized
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alienate their children (Mikolajczak et al., 2018a). Adoles-
cence is a period of higher incidence of problem behaviors, 
when adolescents realize that their previously intimate father 
is distancing themselves, which may harm their parent–child 
relationship and lead to self-doubt and internalizing problems 
in adolescents, such as depression and withdrawal (Shen et al., 
2021). Prior studies have found that parents experiencing 
burnout also engage in violent behaviors toward their children 
in their daily parenting activities (Mikolajczak et al., 2018a). 
Adolescents may have greater self-esteem than they had in 
childhood, and their fathers’ violent behavior may increase 
their rebellious behavior, resulting in increased problem 
behaviors (Ding, 2020). Thus, fathers’ parenting stress and 
negative parenting styles may indirectly affect students’ inter-
nalizing and externalizing problem behaviors through fathers’ 
parental burnout.

Theoretical implications

This study explored the factors influencing fathers’ parental 
burnout and examined the potential sequelae of their parental 
burnout on adolescents in the Chinese cultural context. It 
may also expand the field’s understanding of fathers’ parental 
burnout (Mikolajczak et al., 2019), enriching the research 
about the relationship between parental burnout and chil-
dren’s problem behaviors and providing a new understand-
ing of the negative effect of parental burnout on children’s 
development.

Previous parenting research has been primarily con-
cerned with mothers (e.g., Chen et al., 2021; Hubert & 
Aujoulat, 2018). However, fathers’ involvement in parenting 
is essential for their children’s development (Gao & Zhang, 
2021). This study’s focus on the relationships between 
parental burnout and parenting stress, parenting styles, and 
problem behaviors from the perspective of fathers provides 
theoretical and practical basis for identifying pathways to 
problem behaviors among children.

Practical implications

The present study provided further evidence of the impor-
tance of fathers in child-rearing. Fathers need to recog-
nize their own parental burnout and their children’s prob-
lem behaviors and need to be aware of the effects of their 
own parental burnout (Roskam et al., 2018; Sorkkila & 
Aunola, 2020), parenting stress (Silinskas et al., 2020), 
and parenting styles (Ong et al., 2018; Skinner et al., 
2022) on their children’s development. Fathers should be 
supported so they can recognize their own parenting chal-
lenges and make appropriate, timely adjustments. Fathers 
also need to learn how to cope with their own stress, treat 

their children with positive and supportive attitudes, and 
develop good parent–child relationships (Yu, 2021).

Limitations and future directions

This study provided new evidence on fathers’ parental burnout 
within the Chinese cultural context; however, some limitations 
should be noted. First, the present study used a convenience 
sample that included only seventh-grade students and their 
fathers from one middle school in central China, without involv-
ing groups from other regions and grades; thus, it is unclear 
whether these findings can be universally generalized. There-
fore, future studies should expand the sampling regions and 
grades and evaluate our hypothesized model with samples from 
different backgrounds to verify the universality of our research 
conclusions.

Further, this study only examined fathers’ parenting 
styles as two broad constructs of positive and negative 
parenting styles. However, some researchers indicated that 
parenting styles are not limited to the positive and negative 
styles (e.g., Maccoby & Martin, 1983). Different parent-
ing styles may have different influences on both parents 
and their children (Beckmann, 2021; Marcone et al., 2020). 
Thus, future research should examine the relationship 
between parenting styles, parental burnout, and children's 
problem behaviors in greater depth with more refined par-
enting styles.

Finally, despite our study collected data in different times 
to avoid common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003), and 
matched fathers’ and adolescent’ answer in statistical analysis, 
our study was not a longitudinal design. Future research could 
adopt a more logical justification design, such as collecting 
the total variable measure as baseline data for the first time, 
and a potential growth model, or a cross-lagged model could 
be adopted in statistical analysis to infer the causal relationship 
among variables.

Conclusions

This study makes a valuable contribution to the field’s 
understanding of the development of parental burnout 
among fathers and its effects on their children. Spe-
cifically, the results indicated that fathers’ parenting 
stress and negative parenting styles could affect their 
parental burnout over time, predicting their children’s 
internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors. 
These findings underscore the importance of recog-
nizing that fathers’ negative behaviors and attitudes 
toward parenting have adverse effects on fathers them-
selves but could also harm their children’s physical 
and mental health.
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Appendix

Parenting stress

1. I often have the feeling that I cannot handle things very well 1 2 3 4 5
2. I find myself giving up more of my life to meet my children's needs than I ever expected 1 2 3 4 5
3. I feel trapped by my responsibilities as a parent 1 2 3 4 5
4. Since having this child I have been unable to do new and different things 1 2 3 4 5
5. Since having a child I feel that I am almost never able to do things that I like to do 1 2 3 4 5
6. I am unhappy with the last purchase of clothing I made for myself 1 2 3 4 5
7. There are quite a few things that bother me about my life 1 2 3 4 5
8. Having a child has caused more problems than I expected in my relationship with my spouse(male/female 

friend).
1 2 3 4 5

9. I feel alone and without friends 1 2 3 4 5
10. When I go to a party I usually expect not to enjoy myself 1 2 3 4 5
11. I am not as interested in people as I used to be 1 2 3 4 5
12. I don't enjoy things as I used to 1 2 3 4 5
13. My child rarely does things for me that make me feel good 1 2 3 4 5
14. Most times I feel that my child does not like me and does not want to be close to me 1 2 3 4 5
15. My child smiles at me much less than I expected 1 2 3 4 5
16. When I do things for my child I get the feeling that my efforts are not appreciated very much 1 2 3 4 5
17. When playing, my child doesn't often giggle or laugh 1 2 3 4 5
18. My child doesn't seem to learn as quickly as most children 1 2 3 4 5
19. My child doesn't seem to smile as much as most children 1 2 3 4 5
20. My child is not able to do as much as I expected 1 2 3 4 5
21. It takes a long time and it is very hard for my child to get used to new things 1 2 3 4 5
22. I expected to have closer and warmer feelings for my child than I do and this bothers me 1 2 3 4 5
23. Sometimes my child does things that bother me just to be mean 1 2 3 4 5
24. My child seems to cry or fuss more often than most children 1 2 3 4 5
25. My child generally wakes up in a bad mood 1 2 3 4 5
26. I feel that my child is very moody and easily upset 1 2 3 4 5
27. My child does a few things which bother me a great deal 1 2 3 4 5
28. My child reacts very strongly when something happens that my child doesn't like 1 2 3 4 5
29. My child gets upset easily over the smallest thing 1 2 3 4 5
30. My child's sleeping or eating schedule was much harder to establish than I expected 1 2 3 4 5
31. There are some things my child does that really bother me a lot 1 2 3 4 5
32. My child turned out to be more of a problem than I had expected 1 2 3 4 5
33. My child makes more demands on me than most children 1 2 3 4 5
34. I feel that I am: 1. not very good 

at being a 
parent

2. a person who 
has some 
trouble being a 
parent

3. an average parent 4. a better 
than average 
parent

5. a very good parent

35. I have found that getting my 
child to do something or stop doing 
something is:

1. much 
harder than I 
expected

2. somewhat 
harder than I 
expected

3. about as hard as I 
expected

4. somewhat 
easier than I 
expected

5. much easier than I 
expected

36. Think carefully and count the 
number of things which your child 
does that bother you. For example, 
dawdles, refuses to listen, over-
active, cries, interrupts, fights, 
whines, etc. Please circle the 
number which includes the number 
of things you counted

1. 10 + 2. 8–9 3. 6–7 4. 4–5 5. 1–3



Current Psychology 

1 3

Parenting styles scale (Time 1)

1 In order to avoid negative effects, I don't think children can choose 
books to read by themselves (为了避免不良影响, 我认为不能让孩子
自己选择书本来读)

1 2 3 4 5

2 I think it is important to let children have an opportunity to express 
their own views (我认为应该让孩子有机会表达他们的观点)

1 2 3 4 5

3 I often blame children as “stupid” “worthless” (我经常骂孩子 “笨蛋”
、 “没出息”) …

1 2 3 4 5

Parental burnout

1. I can't stand my role as father/mother anymore 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
2. I feel like I can’t take any more as a parent 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
3. When I get up in the morning and have to face another day with my 

child, I feel exhausted before I’ve even started
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

4. I feel completely run down by my role as a parent 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
5. I don't think I'm the good father/mother that I used to be to my 

child(ren)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

6. I tell myself that I’m no longer the parent I used to be 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
7. I'm no longer able to show my child(ren) how much I love them 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Problem behavior

1. I have an allerge (describe) 0 1 2
2. I argue a lot 0 1 2
3. I act like the opposite sex 0 1 2
4. I cry a lot 0 1 2
5. I am mean to others 0 1 2
6. I try to get a lot of attention 0 1 2
7. I destroy my own things 0 1 2
8. I destroy things belonging to others 0 1 2
9. I disobey my parents 0 1 2
10. I disobey at school 0 1 2
11. I don’t feel guilty after doing something I shouldn’t 0 1 2
12. I am willing to help others when they need help 0 1 2
13. I am afraid of certain animals situations or places, other than 

school(describe):
0 1 2

14. I am afraid of going to school 0 1 2
15. I am afraid I might think or do something bad 0 1 2
16. I feel that I have to be perfect 0 1 2
17. I feel that no one loves me 0 1 2
18. I feel worthless or inferior 0 1 2
19. I get in many fights 0 1 2
20. I hang around with kids who get in trouble 0 1 2
21. I would rather be alone than with others 0 1 2
22. I lie or cheat 0 1 2
23. I am nervous or tense 0 1 2
24. I am too fearful or anxious 0 1 2
25. I feel too guilty 0 1 2
26. I physically attack people 0 1 2
27. I would rather be with older kids than with kids my own 0 1 2
28. I refuse to talk 0 1 2
29. I run away from home 0 1 2
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30. I scream a lot 0 1 2
31. I am secretive or keep things to myself 0 1 2
32. I am self-conscious or easily embarrassed 0 1 2
33. I set fires 0 1 2
34. I am shy 0 1 2
35. I steal at home 0 1 2
36. I steal from places other than home 0 1 2
37. I am stubborn 0 1 2
38. My moods or feelings change suddenly 0 1 2
39. I am suspicious 0 1 2
40. I swear or use dirty language 0 1 2
41. I think about kill myself 0 1 2
42. I tease others a lot 0 1 2
43. I have a hot temper 0 1 2
44. I think about sex too much 0 1 2
45. I threaten to hurt people 0 1 2
46. I am too concerned about being neat or clear 0 1 2
47. I cut classes or skip school 0 1 2
48. I cut classes or skip school 0 1 2
49. I am unhappy, sad, or depressed 0 1 2
50. I am louder than other kids 0 1 2
51. I use alcohol or drugs for nonmedical (describe): 0 1 2
52. I keep from getting involved with others 0 1 2
53. I worry a lot 0 1 2
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