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promotes the development of peer relationships and proso-
cial behavior (Li, 2000), while poor mental health can lead 
to a range of problems, including aggressive behavior and 
anxiety (Wang et al., 2010). Ecosystem theory suggests that 
young children’s development is influenced by a range of 
environmental factors, such as factors in home, kindergar-
ten and community environments, and that there are inter-
actions between these environmental factors and the child’s 
internal factors that ultimately affect their development 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In the available literature, there is 
a paucity of research on the impact of parents’ perceived 
social support on children’s mental health, and the ways in 
which external environmental factors, such as community 
and family factors, act on young children’s mental health 
are unclear. Therefore, based on ecosystem theory, this 

Mental health refers to a sustained mental state in which 
individuals have vitality, positive inner experiences, good 
social adjustment and positive social functioning and are 
able to effectively reach their physical and mental poten-
tial (Liu, 2001). Children’s mental health is divided into five 
main components: emotional symptoms, behavioral prob-
lems, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, peer interac-
tion and prosocial behavior (Goodman, 1994; Goodman & 
Goodman, 2009). In young children, good mental health 
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study aimed to examine the influence of parents’ perceived 
social support, parental marital quality and parent‒child 
relationships on children’s mental health; this will not only 
help clarify the research on the role of family and com-
munity factors in children’s mental health but also provide 
directions for subsequent interventions for children’s mental 
health and the development of mental health education in 
kindergartens.

Parents’ perceived social support and 
children’s mental health

Numerous studies have shown that young children’s men-
tal health is influenced by many internal factors, including 
a child’s own temperament (Overton et al., 2015), parent-
ing behavior (Rinaldi & Howe, 2012), and peer interaction 
(Holmes et al., 2016). External factors also influence the 
development of children’s mental health to varying degrees. 
Social support is one of the most important macrosocial fac-
tors influencing children’s mental health and refers to the 
subjective and objective support that individuals receive 
from their social networks, as well as their use of the sup-
port they receive (Xiao, 1994). Sources of social support 
generally include family support, friend support and other 
support (Zimet et al., 1990).

Social support can alleviate psychological stress through 
social bonding and maintain and improve an individual’s 
physical and mental health (Cohen & McKay, 2020; Yan et 
al., 2022.). Previous research has shown that social support 
may make parents more optimistic, which may improve their 
physical and mental health and increase the effectiveness 
of their parenting (Sehmi et al., 2020). When parents feel 
they have support and social networks at their disposal, their 
mental health improves (Taylor et al., 2015). Social support 
can help parents regulate their emotional responses to their 
children (Marroquín, 2011), and parents with high levels 
of social support have more consistent parenting behaviors 
(Byrnes & Miller, 2012). Social support can also provide 
parents with information about their child’s development 
and advice about appropriate parenting practices that can 
help them to adjust their expectations and improve their 
parenting skills (Cochran & Niegro, 2002). Conversely, a 
lack of or inadequate social support may be a risk factor for 
parental mental health, leading to inappropriate parenting 
practices (Belsky & Jafee, 2015). Mental health problems 
in parents can have adverse effects on parenting practices, 
causing parents to have fewer positive interactions with 
their infants and toddlers, to have higher rates of negative 
interactions and hostility, to communicate less effectively 
and to be less responsive to child behavior (Lovejoy et al., 
2000; Gordon et al., 1989; Lovejoy et al., 1991; Goodman 

& Brumley, 1990). Therefore, parents’ perceived social sup-
port plays a crucial role in parenting beliefs and parents’ 
behavior, which may contribute to the development of chil-
dren’s mental health. Thus, parents’ perceived social sup-
port may positively correlate with children’s mental health.

Mediating role of parental marital quality

Parental marital quality refers to a couple’s objective evalu-
ation and subjective perception of marital harmony and is 
influenced by individual factors (i.e., values, expectations 
of marriage), intermarital factors (i.e., the distribution of 
power and roles between spouses) and external factors 
(i.e., economic status) (Fowers & Olson, 1986). Generally, 
parental marital quality can be categorized into three dimen-
sions: marital satisfaction, partner communication and con-
flict resolution (Olson, 1986).

Good social support is conducive to marital quality. Sev-
eral studies have shown that there is a significant positive 
relationship between the level of social support and marital 
quality (Xing et al., 2009; Xu & Hu, 2010; Noelle, 2015; 
Taylor et al., 2012). Social support plays an important role 
in determining the quality of marriage for Pakistani women 
(Qadir et al., 2013). Research from China has also shown 
that a couple’s perceived mutual family-of-origin emotional 
support contributes to marital quality for both partners 
(Yuan & Fang, 2016). This may be because social networks 
can provide various types of support that have reciprocal 
psychological and socioeconomic benefits (Brown et al., 
2010). Positive social support can increase married individ-
uals’ self-esteem and sense of self-worth and increase their 
marital satisfaction (Bryant & Conger, 1999). At the same 
time, when an individual feels emotionally supported, their 
perceived reality becomes a psychological reality; this psy-
chological reality acts as a practical influence on behavior 
and development, which in turn influences the individual’s 
behavior and feelings in their marital relationship, leading 
to higher levels of satisfaction regarding the way their part-
ner behaves in the relationship (Ma et al., 2015).

Parental marital quality has a significant impact on chil-
dren’s mental health. The stability of the marital relationship 
contributes to the smooth functioning of other subsystems in 
the family, such as parent‒child relationships, and is closely 
related to the emotional and adaptive capacities of young 
children (Li et al., 2020). According to emotional secu-
rity theory, the security and protection that young children 
receive in a positive family environment builds emotional 
security and has a profound impact on their subsequent 
physical and mental development, including their ability to 
manage and regulate their emotions, form close relationships 
with others and actively explore their surroundings (Davies 
& Cummings, 1998). Conversely, destructive interparental 
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conflict increases children’s vulnerability to mental prob-
lems by undermining their ability to preserve emotional 
security within various family relationships (Davies et al., 
2016). It has been shown that a good relationship between 
parents directly influences the physical and emotional devel-
opment of young children (Fincham & Hall, 2005) and posi-
tively predicts the level of social-emotional development at 
approximately 3 years of age (Belsky et al., 1991). Children 
whose parents have a good relationship have a significantly 
reduced risk of internalizing behaviors (Leidy et al., 2009) 
and enhanced prosocial behavior (Wang et al., 2022), while 
children whose parents have a poor relationship are more 
likely to have internalizing problems, such as low self-
esteem and depression (Gerard et al., 2006; Shek, 2000), 
as well as externalizing behavior problems (Gamliel et al., 
2018). In addition, serious marital conflict is associated with 
belittling or punitive responses of fathers to their children’s 
negative emotions, which are likely to increase over time 
and will have a negative impact on children’s mental health 
(Davies et al., 2009). In other words, the better the parental 
marital quality, the better the mental health of the young 
child and the fewer internalizing behavioral problems he 
or she will experience. Thus, parental marital quality may 
mediate the relationship between parents’ perceived social 
support and young children’s psychological well-being.

The mediating role of parent‒child relationships

Parent‒child relationships are interpersonal relationships 
established by the interaction between parents and children 
in a family based on blood and genetics. As the earliest 
social relationships to which people are exposed, parent‒
child relationships affect many aspects of an individual’s 
personality development, social cognition and mental health 
(Wang & Feng, 2006). Currently, parent‒child relationships 
are mainly categorized into two dimensions: intimacy and 
conflict (Zhang et al., 2015). Increased levels of social sup-
port are effective in improving parent‒child relationships, 
increasing parent‒child warmth and decreasing parent‒
child hostility (Lippold et al., 2018). This may be due to 
two reasons. On the one hand, social support can effectively 
contribute to the quality of children’s family life (Feng et al., 
2022; Balcells-Balcells et al., 2019). Parents may have more 
time and energy to devote to parenting and can form better 
parent‒child relationships. On the other hand, social support 
can reduce parents’ stress, improve their mental health and 
positively influence their parenting behavior (Taylor et al., 
2015; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000). Parents can benefit from 
social support and obtain effective parenting advice and 
guidance (Dominguez & Watkins, 2003). Social support can 
also help parents regulate their emotional responses to their 
children and reduce the use of harsh parenting behaviors, 

resulting in more consistent parenting behaviors and more 
parental warmth (Marroquín, 2011; Byrnes & Miller, 2012; 
McConnell et al., 2011).

Parent‒child relationships and children’s mental health 
are closely related. Parent‒child relationships are important 
in children’s development. Compared to other interpersonal 
relationships in the family, parent‒child relationships have 
a more direct impact on children and are an important factor 
in the development of an individual’s personality, mental 
health and adjustment (Hu et al., 2009). Parent‒child attach-
ment and parent‒child closeness are important expressions 
of parent‒child relationships. Parent‒child attachment 
is defined as the long-term, ongoing emotional bond that 
forms between a child and a caregiver. Secure attachment 
is an important foundation for good development and 
social adjustment in children, and parent‒child attachments 
have a certain stability as children grow older (Ainsworth, 
1967). It has been shown that children with secure par-
ent‒child attachments have better development of positive 
social skills, higher levels of cognitive functioning and bet-
ter physical and mental health (Ranson & Urichuk, 2008). 
Parent‒child bonding refers to the close, warm emotional 
connection between parents and their children, which can 
be reflected in both positive interactive behaviors and inti-
mate feelings toward each other (Zhao et al., 2013). Some 
researchers believe that parent‒child bonding is the basis 
for normal child development and is the most stable pro-
tective factor for healthy individual development (Barber et 
al., 2005). In conclusion, children who have close, warm 
parent‒child relationships have fewer externalizing and 
internalizing problems (Lamborn & Felbab, 2001), lower 
levels of suicidal ideation (Harris & Molock, 2000) and 
better mental health. Thus, parent‒child relationships may 
mediate the relationship between parents’ perceived social 
support and children’s mental health.

The chain mediating role of parental marital quality 
and parent‒child relationships

Family systems theory suggests that the family is composed 
of a marital subsystem, a maternal subsystem and a pater-
nal subsystem, with the parental marital subsystem and 
the parent‒child system being closely related (Sang & Xi, 
2005). There are currently two main theoretical assump-
tions in the study of marital relationships and parent‒child 
relationships: a spillover hypothesis and a compensatory 
hypothesis. The spillover hypothesis suggests that parents 
in higher quality marriages show more accepting attitudes, 
emotions and behaviors toward their children and are more 
sensitive to their children’s needs, resulting in a secure 
attachment between the parents and their children. Parents 
in stressful, conflictual marriages, however, focus more on 
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and children’s mental health. We proposed the following 
hypotheses: (1) parents’ perceived social support is related 
to children’s mental health; (2) parental marital quality and 
parent‒child relationships play a simple mediating role 
between parents’ perceived social support and children’s 
mental health; and (3) parental marital quality and parent‒
child relationships also play a chain mediating role between 
parents’ perceived social support and children’s mental 
health. A diagram of the research framework is shown in 
Fig. 1.

Methods

Participants

The study was approved by the ethics committee of the first 
author’s university, and an online questionnaire was distrib-
uted to parents of young children in Changchun in Septem-
ber 2022. All variables were reported by parents through the 
questionnaire. A total of 901 questionnaires were collected; 
79 invalid questionnaires were excluded, and 822 valid 
questionnaires were collected, with a 91.2% return rate. All 
questions in the questionnaire were completed before sub-
mission, with no missing values.

Of the valid questionnaires, 50% were completed by 
fathers and 50% were completed by mothers; 17% of the 
parents were aged 30 years and under, 53.6% were aged 
31–35 years, 20.2% were aged 36–40 years and 9.1% were 
aged 41 years and over. Among them, 12.4% had a monthly 
household income of less than RMB 3,000, 40.1% had an 
income of RMB 3,001–6,000, 25.2% had an income of 
RMB 6,001–9,000, 11.4% had an income of RMB 9,001–
12,000 and 10.8% had an income over RMB 12,000. Among 
the child population, 26.6% were 3-year-olds, 21.2% were 
4-year-olds, 33.1% were 5-year-olds and 19.1% were 
6-year-olds; the mean age was 5.18, and the standard devia-
tion was 1.34. A total of 54.31% of the children were boys. 
A total of 60.8% were only children.

Process

First, we developed a theoretical framework for this 
study and constructed a chain mediation model. Second, 
we invited parents of young children in Changchun, Jilin 
Province, China, to complete an online questionnaire. To 
ensure that the study met certain ethical norms, we obtained 
parental consent to conduct the survey, emphasized that 
the questionnaire was voluntary, and ensured the anonym-
ity and confidentiality of the information collected. Again, 
we asked the parents to answer independently according to 
their own circumstances. It took approximately 10 min to 

their arguments and emotional behavior and less on the 
needs of their children, resulting in alienation and mistrust 
of the parents and tension in the parent‒child relationship 
(Easterbrooks & Emde, 1988; Erel & Burman, 1995). The 
compensatory hypothesis, on the other hand, assumes that 
there is a negative correlation between marital relationships 
and parent‒child relationships. In stressful and conflictual 
marriages, couples are unable to achieve emotional close-
ness and psychological satisfaction. As a result, parents turn 
to the parent‒child relationship for compensation, devot-
ing more attention to their children and seeking to maintain 
close relationships with them (Engfer, 1988). For example, 
in a study of 203 families with adolescent children, poor 
marital relationship quality predicted improvements in 
mother-child relationship quality on the next day (Kouros 
et al., 2014). With regard to socialization processes, moth-
ers are posited to be better able to compartmentalize family 
relationships, thereby keeping their feelings and perceptions 
of their marriage from adversely affecting their relation-
ship with their child (Belsky et al., 1984). Both theoretical 
hypotheses explain the mechanisms at play in the rela-
tionship between marriage and parenthood. However, the 
spillover hypothesis is supported by more empirical stud-
ies, while there is little evidence to support the compensa-
tory hypothesis (Zimet & Jacob, 2001). Parents who have 
experienced unhappy marriages are therefore more likely 
to behave indifferently and emotionally toward their chil-
dren, resulting in deterioration of the parent‒child relation-
ships rather than promoting closeness between them. At the 
same time, individuals who experience more social support 
are psychologically healthier and have higher quality mar-
riages, and children who have close, warm parent‒child 
relationships have better mental health (Lamborn & Felbab, 
2001; Harris & Molock, 2000). Thus, marital quality and 
parent‒child relationships may play a chain mediating role 
in the relationship between parents’ perceived social sup-
port and children’s mental health.

Current study

In summary, we proposed a chain mediation model to test 
the relationship between parents’ perceived social support 

Fig. 1 The proposed model
PSS = Perceived social support, PMQ = Parental marital quality, 
PCR = Parent‒child relationship, CPH = Children’s mental health
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Children’s mental health scale

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) was 
modified by the British psychologist Goodman (Goodman, 
1994; Goodman & Goodman, 2009) and revised by Kou et 
al. (Kou et al., 2015). This scale is scored using a 3-point 
scale, ranging from ‘does not meet’ (1 point) to ‘fully meets’ 
(3 points), with 25 questions divided into five dimensions: 
emotional symptoms, behavioral problems, attention-def-
icit/hyperactivity disorder, peer interaction and prosocial 
behavior. One of the questions was “Consideration of other 
people’s feelings”. The higher the score, the better the child’s 
mental health is. The questionnaire is available for parents, 
teachers and children and adolescents themselves (for those 
aged ≥ 11 years); the parent version was used in this study. 
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the scale was 0.762, 
and the CFA fit was good (χ2/df = 5.891, RMSEA = 0.077, 
CFI = 0.905, GFI = 0.953, TLI = 0.906, IFI = 0.907).

Data analysis

In this study, the SPSS 23.0 software program was used for 
common method bias tests, descriptive statistical analysis 
of the variables, correlation analysis and regression analy-
sis. Structural equation models were tested, and bootstrap 
analysis was performed using AMOS 24.0, where bootstrap 
methods were used to draw samples 5000 times and esti-
mate 95% confidence intervals.

Results

Common method deviation test

Data for all variables in this study were reported by parents. 
An unrotated factor analysis was conducted for all question-
naire items using Harman’s one-way test (Zhou & Long, 
2004). The results of the unrotated exploratory factor analy-
sis extracted a total of 17 factors with a characteristic root 
greater than 1. The maximum factor variance explained was 
19.116%, which was less than 40%, so there was no serious 
common method bias in this study.

Descriptive statistics and correlations

The descriptive statistics and correlations of all variables 
are presented in Table 1. The results indicate that parents’ 
perceived social support, parental marital quality, parent‒
child relationships and children’s mental health were all 
significantly positively correlated with each other. Conflict 
in parent‒child relationships was significantly and nega-
tively correlated with parents’ perceived social support, 

complete the questionnaire. Finally, we collated and entered 
the collected data.

Measures

Parental marital quality scale

In this study, three dimensions from the Parental Marital 
Quality Scale (marital satisfaction, partner communica-
tion, and conflict resolution) were used to measure marital 
quality. One of the questions was “I am not satisfied with 
my partner’s personality traits and personal habits.“ This 
scale, which was developed by Fowers and Olson (Fowers 
& Olson, 1989) and translated by Ma (Ma et al., 1999), is 
scored using a 5-point scale ranging from “This is true” (1 
point) to “Really not true” (5 points), with 30 questions and 
3 subscales, each containing 10 questions. Higher scores 
indicate better marital quality. The Cronbach’s alpha coef-
ficient for the scale was 0.877, and the CFA fit was good 
(χ2/df = 5.529, RMSEA = 0.074, CFI = 0.901, GFI = 0.951, 
TLI = 0.936, IFI = 0.952).

Perceived social support scale

The Perceived Social Support Scale (PSSS) was developed 
by Zimet et al. (Zimet et al., 1988) and translated into Chi-
nese by Jiang and Huang (Huang, 1996). The scale is scored 
using a 7-point scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) 
to “strongly agree” (7), with 12 questions divided into three 
dimensions: family support, friend support, and other sup-
port. One of the questions was “I can rely on my friends 
when things go wrong.“ Higher scores indicate more per-
ceived social support. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient for the scale was 0.939, and the CFA fit was good 
(χ2/df = 5.018, RMSEA = 0.078, CFI = 0.956, GFI = 0.949, 
TLI = 0.956, IFI = 0.940).

Child‒parent relationship scale

The Child‒Parent Relationship Scale (CPRS) was devel-
oped by Pianta (Pianta, 1992) and revised by Zhang et al. 
(Zhang et al., 2015) to assess parent‒child relationships. 
The scale is scored using a 5-point scale, ranging from 
“not at all” (1 point) to “fully” (5 points), with 22 ques-
tions in total. One of the questions was “I share an affec-
tionate, warm relationship with my child”. The Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient for this scale was 0.805, and the CFA fit 
was good (χ2/df = 4.379, RMSEA = 0.064, CFI = 0.994, 
GFI = 0.993, TLI = 0.982, IFI = 0.994).
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relationships (β = 0.20, p < .01); and parental marital qual-
ity was a significant positive predictor of children’s mental 
health (β = 0.18, p < .01).

The total indirect effect of parental marital quality and 
parent‒child relationships on children’s mental health was 
0.265. Specifically, the mediating effect of parental marital 
quality and parent‒child relationships consisted of indirect 
effects generated by three pathways: (1) the indirect effect 
through the pathway of parents’ perceived social support 
→ parental marital quality → children’s mental health was 
0.220; (2) the indirect effect through the pathway of par-
ents’ perceived social support → parent‒child relationships 
→ children’s mental health was 0.034; and (3) the indirect 
effect through the pathway of parents’ perceived social sup-
port → parental marital quality → parent‒child relation-
ships → children’s mental health was 0.011. The ratio of the 
intermediary effect to the total effect was 65%.

The test was conducted using bootstrap analysis, with 
confidence intervals set at 95%, and a significant mediat-
ing effect was indicated if the 95% confidence interval 
for the mediating effect value did not include 0. The 95% 
confidence intervals for each pathway of action from par-
ents’ perceived social support to children’s mental health 
are shown in Table 2. As seen from the results in Table 2, 
the bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals for the mediat-
ing effects of parents’ perceived social support → paren-
tal marital quality → children’s mental health and parents’ 
perceived social support → parent‒child relationship → 
children’s mental health pathways and the chain mediat-
ing effect of parents’ perceived social support → parental 

parental marital quality and children’s mental health and 
its dimensions; intimacy in parent‒child relationships was 
significantly and positively correlated with parental mari-
tal quality, parents’ perceived social support and children’s 
mental health and its dimensions.

Chain mediating role

To further examine the relationships among parents’ per-
ceived social support, parental marital quality, parent‒child 
relationships and children’s mental health and to test the 
mediating role of parental marital quality and parent‒child 
relationships, latent variable structural equation modeling 
was used to construct a model of the relationships among 
the four variables, as shown in Fig. 2. The results showed 
the following fit indicators of the model: χ2/df = 4.634, 
RMSEA = 0.067, NFI = 0.970, IFI = 0.975, TLI = 0.967 and 
CFI = 0.968. All indicators fit well, indicating that the data 
fit the constructed model well.

Analysis of the pathways in this structural equation 
model showed the following: parents’ perceived social sup-
port was a significant positive predictor of children’s mental 
health (β = 0.14, p < .01), supporting Hypothesis 1. Parents’ 
perceived social support was a significant positive predic-
tor of parental marital quality (β = 0.12, p < .01); parental 
marital quality was a significant positive predictor of par-
ent‒child relationships (β = 0.59, p < .01); parent‒child rela-
tionships were a significant positive predictor of children’s 
mental health (β = 0.14, p < .01); parents’ perceived social 
support was a significant positive predictor of parent‒child 

Table 2 Effect values and confidence intervals for the mediating effects analysis
Path relationship Estimated 95% confidence interval

Lower  
limit

Upper 
 limit

Total mediation effect 0.265 0.083 0.162
Parents’ perceived social support → parental marital quality → children’s mental health 0.220 0.070 0.128
Parents’ perceived social support →parent‒child relationships→ children’s mental health 0.034 0.006 0.074
Parents’ perceived social support → parental marital quality →parent‒child relationships → children’s mental health 0.011 0.002 0.026

Fig. 2 A model of the relation-
ships among parents’ perceived 
social support, parental marital 
quality, parent‒child relationships 
and children’s mental health
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Therefore, it can be said that the higher the level of per-
ceived social support of parents, the higher their level of 
effective parenting is likely to be, which may contribute 
positively to children’s mental health.

The mediating role of parental marital quality and 
parent‒child Relationships

Our study shows that parental marital quality and parent‒
child relationships play a simple mediating role between per-
ceived parental social support and children’s mental health, 
which supports Hypothesis 2. First, our study revealed that 
parental marital quality mediated the relationship between 
parents’ perceived social support and children’s mental 
health. Social networks can provide various types of sup-
port that have reciprocal psychological and socioeconomic 
benefits (Brown et al., 2010). Positive social support can 
increase a married person’s self-esteem, sense of self-worth 
and marital satisfaction (Bryant & Conger, 1999). When 
individuals feel emotionally supported in a marriage, the 
reality they perceive becomes a psychological reality; this 
psychological reality acts as a practical influence on behav-
ior and development, which in turn influences how the 
individual behaves and feels in their marital relationship, 
leading to a higher level of satisfaction regarding the way 
their partner behaves in the relationship. A good relation-
ship between parents has a direct impact on the physical and 
emotional development of young children (Fincham & Hall, 
2005) and can also positively predict the level of social-
emotional development around the age of three (Belsky et 
al., 1991). Children whose parents have good relationships 
have a significantly reduced risk of internalizing behaviors 
(Leidy et al., 2009) and enhanced prosocial behaviors, while 
children with poor parental relationships are more likely to 
have internalizing problems, such as low self-esteem and 
depression (Gerard et al., 2006; Shek, 2000), as well as 
externalizing behavior problems (Gamliel et al., 2018).

Second, our study found that parent‒child relationships 
mediated the relationship between parents’ perceived social 
support and young children’s mental health. Social sup-
port may help parents regulate their emotional response to 
their children (Marroquín, 2011), resulting in more con-
sistent parenting behaviors and more parental warmth and 
less likelihood of using harsh parenting behaviors across 
a range of child ages (Byrnes & Miller, 2012; Ceballo & 
McLoyd, 2002; Marroquín, 2011; McConnell et al., 2011). 
Researchers believe that social support helps parents cope 
with adversity and improve their enthusiasm while raising 
children (Milgrom et al., 2019). Specifically, researchers 
surveyed Mexican mothers and found that mothers who 
received more social support had higher parenting efficacy 
and a healthier mental status (Izzo, 2000). Recently, many 

marital quality → parent‒child relationships → children’s 
mental health pathway did not include 0, indicating that all 
three indirect effects were significant. These results sup-
ported Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3.

Discussion

Based on ecosystem theory, in this study, we explored the 
influence of social factors (parents’ perceived social sup-
port) on children’s mental health through family factors 
(parental marital quality and parent‒child relationships). 
The results showed that parents’ perceived social support 
positively correlated with children’s mental health and 
that parental marital quality and parent‒child relationships 
played a simple mediating role and a chain mediating role 
between parents’ perceived social support and children’s 
mental health.

Parents’ perceived social support is positively 
related to children’s mental health

Our results indicated that parents’ perceived social support 
positively correlated with children’s mental health. In other 
words, the higher the parents’ perceived social support, the 
less likely young children are to experience mental health 
disorders and the better their mental health is likely to be. 
Hypothesis 1 was supported by these results. Moreover, 
this finding is consistent with previous results: better fam-
ily functioning, more social support, and more resilience 
skills were related to better child well-being (Gaspar et al., 
2022). In addition, the findings of this study confirm that 
the result of a positive relationship between parental per-
ceived social support and children’s mental health can also 
be applied to children aged 3–6 years in China. Previous 
studies have noted that social support can alleviate psy-
chological stress through social bonding and maintain and 
improve an individual’s mental and physical health (Cohen 
& McKay, 2020). Social support may make parents more 
optimistic, thus improving their physical and mental health 
and increasing the effectiveness of their parenting (Sehmi 
et al., 2020). Social support may also help parents regulate 
their emotional responses to their children, and parents with 
high levels of social support have more consistent parenting 
behaviors (Byrnes & Miller, 2012). Conversely, a lack of or 
inadequate social support may be a risk factor for parents’ 
mental health, leading to inappropriate parenting practices 
(Belsky & Jafee, 2015). Social support can also provide 
parents with information about their children’s development 
and appropriate parenting practices, and this information 
and advice can help them to adjust their expectations and 
improve their parenting skills (Cochran & Niegro, 2002). 
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parent‒child relationship rather than promoting closeness 
between them. At the same time, individuals who experi-
ence more social support are more psychologically healthy 
and have higher quality marriages, and children who have 
close, warm parent‒child relationships have better mental 
health (Lamborn & Felbab, 2001). Therefore, parents who 
experience more social support are more optimistic about 
their present and future lives and have higher quality mar-
riages, which subsequently contribute to good parent‒child 
relationships and thus have a positive impact on children’s 
mental health. Additionally, the mediating effect through 
parents’ perceived social support → parental marital qual-
ity → children’s psychological health is much larger than 
the other two mediating pathways, which may be because 
a family system begins with the establishment of a mar-
riage, and the marital relationship is the basic subsystem 
in a family and has a strong influence on the function of 
the whole family (Erel & Burman, 1995). The quality of 
marital relationships is an important factor affecting other 
family relationships (Yu & Gamble, 2008). If parents are 
experiencing marriage conflicts, they are less sensitive to 
their children’s needs, showing more negative reactions to 
parent–child communication, which further increases the 
likelihood of children’s mental health problems (Kong et 
al., 2011). Moreover, children take parental behavior as an 
example according to social learning theory (Rosenstock et 
al., 1988). If children are constantly exposed to marital con-
flicts, they take the negative acquired behavior into the par-
ent–child interaction, thus triggering parent–child conflicts 
(Easterbrooks & Emde, 1988). It can be argued that parental 
marital quality is the foundation of a family relationship, 
and other relationships revolve around parental marital 
quality, which therefore has a much greater mediating role 
than the other two pathways.

The findings of the current study have various theoretical 
and practical implications. Theoretically, this study confirms 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecosystem theory, as the findings confirm 
that social factors (perceived social support) can influence 
an individual’s mental health through family factors (paren-
tal marital quality and parent‒child relationships) and that 
improvements in parents’ perceived social support, parental 
marital quality and parent‒child relationships are more con-
ducive to the development of good mental health in young 
children. In addition, this study validates emotional secu-
rity theory, which states that a good marital relationship is 
more conducive to children’s mental health development. 
In terms of practice, this study offers new intervention or 
support pathways for the development of children’s men-
tal health. First, we encourage the provision of necessary 
social support for parents, as previous research has shown 
that there are many benefits of parents’ perceived social sup-
port, which helps parents develop good mental and physical 

studies have confirmed that providing adequate and neces-
sary social support for mothers can significantly enhance 
their parenting confidence, relieve their parenting pressure, 
and improve their parenting competence, thereby enhancing 
their parental warmth (Coert et al., 2021; Douglas, 2018; 
Mathew et al., 2017; Mason et al., 1994). A more detailed 
longitudinal study of rural parents in two-parent families 
was also conducted that investigated whether perceived 
control and social support in adolescents in sixth grade were 
independently or interactively associated with changes in 
parenting behaviors (discipline, standard-setting) and par-
ent‒child warmth and hostility over 6 months and whether 
these associations differed by parental gender. The results 
showed that greater perceived control predicted more 
increases in consistent parental discipline and standard 
setting, while greater social support predicted increases in 
parent‒child warmth and decreases in parent‒child hostil-
ity. Parental perceived control moderated the effect of social 
support on parental warmth: for mothers only, social sup-
port was significantly associated with parental warmth only 
when mothers’ perceived self-control was low (but not high) 
(Lippold et al., 2018). Most studies agree that social support 
facilitates parents’ own healthy physical and mental devel-
opment and positive parenting behaviors, which in turn lead 
to a good parent‒child relationship. Furthermore, parent‒
child relationships have an impact on the mental health of 
young children. Children who have close, warm parent‒
child relationships have fewer externalizing and internal-
izing problems (Lamborn & Felbab, 2001), lower levels of 
suicidal ideation (Harris & Molock, 2000) and better mental 
health. Parent‒child attachment is an important indicator of 
a good parent‒child relationship. Children with secure par-
ent‒child attachments have better development of positive 
social skills, higher levels of cognitive functioning and bet-
ter physical and mental health (Ranson & Urichuk, 2008).

Most importantly, the chain role of parental marital qual-
ity and parent‒child relationships in mediating the rela-
tionship between parents’ perceived social support and 
children’s mental health was also confirmed in this study. 
This result supports Hypothesis 3. The spillover hypothesis 
suggests that parents in higher quality marriages show more 
accepting attitudes, emotions and behaviors toward their 
children and are more sensitive to their children’s needs, 
resulting in secure attachments between parents and chil-
dren. Parents in stressful, conflictual marriages, however, 
focus more on their arguments and emotional behavior and 
pay less attention to the needs of their children, resulting in 
alienation and mistrust of the parents and tension in the par-
ent‒child relationships (Easterbrooks & Emde, 1988). As 
a result, parents who have experienced unhappy marriages 
are more likely to display indifferent and emotional behav-
ior toward their children, resulting in a deterioration of the 
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perceived social support and children’s mental health. The 
findings of this study further support ecosystem theory 
and provide new interventions or support pathways for the 
development of children’s mental health.
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states and good parenting behaviors (Sehmi et al., 2020). 
Thus, young children will also benefit from good care from 
their parents, which will contribute to the development 
of their mental health, as shown in this study. Second, we 
encourage parents to build good marital relationships, as 
the family begins with the establishment of the marital rela-
tionship and the marital system nurtures the parent‒child 
system. The quality of the marital relationship is a central 
element in family unity and harmony and plays a pivotal 
role in family life (Cox & Paley, 1997). Tension in parental 
marital relationships can cause hostility between parents and 
their children, which in turn can lead to problems for chil-
dren (Low & Stocker, 2005; Gerard et al., 2006). Finally, 
we equally encourage parents and young children to main-
tain good parent‒child relationships. The establishment of 
positive parent‒child relationships is an important condition 
for the psychological well-being of children. Compared to 
other interpersonal relationships in the family, parent‒child 
relationships have a more direct impact on children and are 
an important factor in the development of an individual’s 
personality, psychological well-being and adjustment. All of 
the above educational suggestions have the potential to help 
reduce parenting difficulties, improve positive parenting 
skills, build good parent‒child relationships and ultimately 
promote the development of children’s mental health.

Limitations and conclusion

We acknowledge a number of limitations of the present 
study. First, all data were collected by means of parental 
reports, and although we used the Harman one-way test and 
confirmed that there was no significant common method bias 
in the current study, the associations between variables may 
have been overstated. Therefore, multiple methods (e.g., 
behavioral observation or peer reporting) need to be used to 
measure these variables in future studies. Second, a cross-
sectional research method was used in this study, which 
made it difficult to measure the causal relationships between 
variables. Future research should use longitudinal research 
methods to test the variable relationships observed in this 
study. Third, there may be other mediating variables in the 
relationship between parents’ perceived social support and 
children’s mental health, and future research should con-
sider the role of other mediating variables to further enrich 
and improve the mechanisms by which parents’ perceived 
social support influences children’s mental health.

In summary, there are simple and chain mediating effects 
of parental marital quality and parent‒child relationships 
on the relationship between parents’ perceived social sup-
port and children’s mental health. These results suggest 
that parental marital quality and parent‒child relationships 
play an important role in the relationship between parents’ 
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