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Abstract

Parental burnout is a condition resulting from chronic stress related to one’s parental role. Based on current research
advances, family functioning forms a crucial part of the antecedents that influence parental burnout. However, there is a
paucity of literature on the mechanisms by which family functioning affects parental burnout and how the factors in family
functioning interact and influence each other. The present study aimed to explore the potential indirect association between
marital satisfaction and parental burnout through the mediating role of parents’ coparenting support. Furthermore, the study
examined whether grandparents’ coparenting played a moderating role in the relationship between parents’ coparenting
support and parental burnout. A total of 673 parents of preschool children completed questionnaires assessing marital
satisfaction, parental burnout, and the quality of both parents’ and grandparents’ coparenting relationships. The results
revealed that marital satisfaction was indirectly associated with parental burnout through parents’ coparenting support.
Additionally, parents’ coparenting support interacted with grandparents’ coparenting conflicts in influencing parental
burnout. This study highlights the significance of high satisfaction marriage relationships in alleviating parental burnout
through parents’ coparenting support. Moreover, it underscores the importance of both parents’ and grandparents’
coparenting relationships in parental adjustment. These findings emphasize the role of coparenting in understanding parental
burnout and suggest the potential application of family systems theory and risks and resources theory to explain and predict
the effects of family functioning on parental burnout.
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Highlights

e This study examines how marital satisfaction, coparenting between parents and grandparents, and parental burnout are
interconnected.

e High marital satisfaction alleviates parental burnout through parents’ coparenting support.

e A higher level of grandparents’ coparenting conflict strengthens the buffering effect of strong parents’ coparenting
support against parental burnout.

¢ An integrated model is introduced, combining family function, family system, and risks and resources theories, to explain
the occurrence of parental burnout.

Raising a child is a challenging responsibility. Despite the
outward appearance of a harmonious and content family,
parents must undertake the intricate task of parenting and
5< Bin-Bin Chen fulfill their role as caregivers. They need to plan carefully,

chenbinbin @fudan.edu.cn assess risks, and monitor constantly, and may even face
accusations from grandparents about their parenting style
and doubts about their parental effectiveness (Kelly &
? University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, USA Senior, 2021). These unpaid, repetitive and consuming
Changji Road Kindergarten, Shanghai, China tasks can be very stressful for parents, and when they are
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faced with such high levels of chronic stress, they are likely
to develop parental burnout (PB). Parental burnout has been
defined as a state in which parents feel exhausted by their
parental role, have a low sense of competence and accom-
plishment, and show a lack of emotional bonding with their
children (Roskam et al., 2017). It may also increase
avoidance and suicidal thoughts (Mikolajczak et al., 2021)
and negatively affect parenting behaviors themselves,
leading to internalizing and externalizing behavioral pro-
blems in children (Chen et al., 2022) and even affecting
their mental health (Yang et al., 2021). Against this back-
ground, it is necessary to explore the factors that may
influence parental burnout. Previous studies have investi-
gated the roles of some family functioning factors (e.g., lack
support from extended family and coparenting) on parental
burnout (Favez et al., 2023; Lebert-Charron et al., 2021;
Mikkonen et al., 2022; Mikolajczak et al., 2018). However,
the underlying mechanism behind the increased risk of
parental burnout and family functioning factors is not well
established. More than that, whether factors of different
family functioning within a family interact and collectively
contribute to parental burnout deserves further investiga-
tion. Family systems theory’s focus on interdependence and
multilevel influences from subsystems within the family
makes it a useful theoretical tool for understanding how
family functioning contributes to parental burnout.

According to family systems theory, family members are
interdependent and influence each other, each as a sub-
system within a larger family system (Cox & Paley, 2003).
Especially it is necessary to consider the transactional effect
of multiple family members (children, grandparents, and
parents themselves) on parental burnout. The family sys-
tems theory provides a valuable conceptual framework for
understanding how family sub-systems may influence
parenting-relevant outcomes including parental burnout
(Kerig, 2019). As the family system theory indicated: pat-
terns of functioning within one family subsystem are related
in systematic ways to functioning within other subsystems
(Cox & Paley, 2003). The subsystems we specifically
examined in the present study were marital relationships,
parents’ coparenting, and grandparents’ coparenting. Within
this framework of the family system theory, this study is
trying to explore the mechanism by which family func-
tioning influence parental burnout. The following sections
introduces key constructs in our research, along with the
proposed relationships among them.

Parental Burnout

Parental burnout is one of the indicators of parental mental
health (Mikolajczak et al., 2019). Parental burnout occurs
when parents are chronically exposed to an imbalance

between parental stress-enhancing risk factors and stress-
alleviating coping resources (Mikolajczak & Roskam,
2018). Several studies have used the balance between risk
and resources theory to examine the various types of factors
that influence parental burnout. In terms of risk factors,
parental psychological characteristics such as perfectionism
(Raudasoja et al., 2023), a lack of effective emotional
management skills (Le Vigouroux et al., 2017; Lin &
Szczygiet, 2022), and children’s special needs (Gérain &
Zech, 2018) can lead to greater parental burnout. In terms of
coping resources, protection factors such as positive rela-
tionships and social network support (Lebert-Charron et al.,
2021; Mikolajczak et al., 2018) can play a significant role in
mitigating parental burnout. For the present study, we
integrated the balance between risks and resources theory
with the family systems theory to explore how different
family sub-system risks and resources within the family
may interactively influence parental burnout in the Chinese
context.

Marital Satisfaction and Parental Burnout

Marital satisfaction refers to an individual’s level of satis-
faction within their marital relationship (Chen & Zhou,
2019). It is closely related to family functioning and child
development, significantly impacting individual and family
happiness and stability (Chen & Zhou, 2019; Carr &
Springer, 2010). Also, marital satisfaction is a key psy-
chological measure that assesses the quality of the marital
relationship (Lavner et al., 2017).

The significance of marital relationship extends beyond
family theory and encompasses the realm of couples’ psy-
chological well-being. Longitudinal studies have shown that
a high-quality marital relationship positively affects parental
mental health (Kiecolt-Glaser & Wilson, 2017; Sejourne
et al., 2018), while a low quality of marital relationship is
associated with serious psychological problems later in life.
(Goldfarb & Trudel, 2019).

Within the family context, the relationship between
marital relationships and parenting behaviors is of particular
interest. Given the substantial impact of marital relation-
ships on parents’ psychological well-being, it is likely that
they also significantly influence parenting burnout (Parkes
et al., 2019). Parents experience significant stress during the
parenting process, and an unhealthy marital relationship not
only fails to provide a buffer for these stresses but may also
result in mutual hindrance, making it challenging to address
parenting challenges. This can lead to increased arguments
and potentially result in parental burnout (Mikolajczak &
Roskam, 2018).

Therefore, exploring the potential relationship between
marital satisfaction as a marital relationship indicator and
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Fig. 1 Path diagram of hypothesis conceptual model. Conditional indirect effect of marital satisfaction on parental burnout though parents’
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parental burnout as a parenting-related indicator is a logical
research direction. Several studies have examined the rela-
tionship between marital satisfaction and parental burnout,
finding a negative association (Mikolajczak et al., 2018;
Mousavi, 2020; Naeem et al., 2023).

However, further investigation is needed to understand
the mechanisms involved and whether other variables
influence this relationship. In the present study, we propose
a moderated mediation model involving parents and
grandparents’ coparenting. The following sections will
provide specific introductions to these concepts.

The Mediating Role of Parents’ Coparenting

In recent years, family systems research has come to stress
the importance of parents’ coparenting (Belsky et al., 1995;
Chen, 2019; Kolak & Volling, 2013). This is a particular
form of social support that emerges when couples become
parents. It refers to the way parents work together in raising
their children (Feinberg, 2003). One of the main conceptual
differentiations between parents’ coparenting and marital
relationships is that partners adopt a supportive coparenting
relationship to promote the wellbeing of their child, whereas
they adopt a satisfactory marital relationship to promote the
welfare of themselves (Margolin et al., 2001). Parents’
coparenting, which may be considered as a potential med-
iator between marital satisfaction and parental burnout, has
been under-researched. A few published studies have shown
bivariate associations between marital satisfaction and par-
ents’ coparenting and between parents’ coparenting and
parental burnout. It has been suggested that marital satis-
faction is associated with parents’ coparenting (Le et al.,
2016; Pedro et al., 2012; Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2004).
This means that partners have positive marital relationships
with each other, which motivates them to support each other
as parents and cooperate in caring for their children. Par-
ents’ supportive coparenting, meanwhile, may alleviate
parental burnout. Research has suggested that parents’
coparenting has an impact on parental role adaptation and

@ Springer

the ability to rear children (Feinberg et al., 2007; McHale
et al., 2002). Recent research has shown that parents’ sup-
portive coparenting was negatively associated with parental
burnout (Favez et al., 2023; Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018).

Although researchers have yet to examine whether par-
ents’ coparenting might be a mediator linking marital
satisfaction and parental burnout, some (Margolin et al.,
2001; Pedro et al., 2012) have proposed that coparenting
might mediate the relationship between marital conflict and
parenting/parental adjustment. For example, Pedro et al.
(2012) showed that coparenting behavior mediated the
association between spousal marital satisfaction and part-
ners’ parenting practices. The present study proposed that a
positive marital relationship may provide the foundation of
a supportive inter-parental alliance in child care (i.e., sup-
portive coparenting), which may in turn promote parental
adjustment (e.g., a decrease in the risk of parental burnout).
Therefore, it predicted that marital satisfaction would be
indirectly associated with parental burnout through the
mediating role of parents’ coparenting.

The Moderating Role of Grandparents’
Coparenting

In some societies (e.g., China), grandparents are highly
involved in child care (Zou et al., 2020). The role played by
the grandparent-parent subsystem within a family system
cannot be ignored. The coparenting-relevant theory
emphasizes collaborative coparenting in which two or more
other adult caregivers share parenting responsibilities
(McHale et al., 2004). The cooperation (or lack thereof) of
different adult caregivers in the co-parenting process can
have powerful and far-reaching effects within the family
system. Supportive and non-supportive coparenting rela-
tionships between grandparents and parents are common-
place in China (Goh & Kuczynski, 2010). Therefore,
grandparents’ involvement in parenting may be a double-
edged sword. That is, supportive coparenting by grand-
parents may provide parenting resources whereas
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non-supportive coparenting by grandparents may cause
parenting stress. For example, research has shown that
supportive coparenting by grandparents may enhance
maternal parenting self-efficacy (Li & Liu, 2019) and
reduce parental burnout (Mikolajczak et al., 2018).
According to Belsky’s (1984) determinants of parenting
model and the existing literature on coparenting (Chen,
2020), supportive grandparents’ coparenting, which can be
seen as a beneficial social resource, may help parents cope
effectively with parenting stress, whereas non-supportive
grandparents’ coparenting—which may be a risk factor—
can exacerbate difficulties in coping with the parenting
stress. Thus, grandparents’ coparenting may act as a
moderator.

The Present Study

The present study used moderated mediation analysis to
explore the indirect role of marital satisfaction on parental
burnout through parents’ coparenting and the potential
moderator of grandparents’ coparenting in the Chinese
context (Fig. 1), with a focus on the population of Chinese
families. In modern Chinese families, the shared childcare
responsibilities between parents and grandparents are
increasingly prevalent (Settles et al., 2009), driven by socio-
economic changes and policy shifts such as the growing
number of dual-income households and the three-child
policy. This has resulted in larger families with intensified
parenting demands, positioning grandparents as key support
figures. Unlike Western societies, where grandparental
involvement is more common in single-parent or divorced
families, in China, it is deeply rooted in Confucian princi-
ples that emphasize family unity and collaborative child-
rearing, making it prevalent in intact families (Wang et al.,
2022). Through this lens, the study aims to apply and
observe the effects of Family Functioning Theory and
Family Systems Theory in understanding the determinants
of parental burnout within the rich, culturally specific
backdrop of Chinese society. Although previous studies
based on Chinese samples have shown that parental burnout
may influence children’s adjustment (Chen et al., 2022;
Yang et al., 2021), there is little empirical literature on how
different family factors influence parental burnout. In
addition, very little practical information is available for
Chinese parents to help them reduce parental burnout. The
present study was designed to remedy this situation by
conducting the first study on the associations between
Chinese parents’ marital satisfaction, parents’ and grand-
parents’ coparenting, and parental burnout within a frame-
work integrating the family systems theory and the balance
between risks and resources theory (Fig. 1). We hypothe-
sized that marital satisfaction would be negatively

associated with parental burnout and indirectly associated
with parental burnout through the mediating role of parents’
coparenting, and that grandparents’ coparenting would
moderate the above mediation model, thereby attenuating or
exacerbating the link between parents’ coparenting and
parental burnout.

Method
Participants and Procedures

Parents of preschool children in Shanghai were recruited to
participate in the survey. A total of 673 parents (305 fathers
[45.3%] and 368 mothers [54.7%]) took part. There were
359 boys (53.3%) and 314 girls (46.7%) amongst the
families surveyed. The average education level of the par-
ents was 15.6 years (SD =2.62); the average parental age
was 33.90 years (SD =3.96); and the average length of
marriage was 6.85 years (SD = 3.44). No missing data were
observed in our study. All participants completed the
measures in their entirety, and there were no instances of
incomplete or missing responses. Also, there were no out-
liers. Therefore, there was no need for imputation or any
specific handling of missing data in our analyses. The
absence of missing data ensures the robustness of our
findings and the reliability of the reported results.

The study was approved by the institutional ethical
review committee. The data were collected using an online
questionnaire. The parents were given a link to this after
they had provided electronic informed consent to their
participation.

Measures
Marital Satisfaction

The Chinese version (Chen & Zhou, 2019) of the Kansas
Marital Satisfaction Scale (Schumm et al., 1983) was used
to assess the parents’ satisfaction with their marital rela-
tionship. The scale contains three items (e.g., “How satisfied
are you with your marriage?”). It is rated on a 7-point scale
ranging from 1 (extremely dissatisfied) to 7 (extremely
satisfied), with higher scores indicating greater marital
satisfaction. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.98.

Parents’ Coparenting Support

The Chinese version (Chen, 2019, 2020) of the Coparenting
Relationship Scale was used to assess the parents’ copar-
enting support. Specifically, it assessed the parents’ per-
ceptions of the quality of co-parenting behaviors. The scale
consists of 14 items (e.g., “My partner backs me up when I
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of Variables

Variable M SD Skewness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Parents’ age 33.89 2.62 —7.23 4.27 -
2. Parents’ educational 1560 3.96 0.59 1.07 —0.07 -
level
3. Parents’ length of 6.85 344 0.61 294  —0.05 0.41%* -
marriage
4. Marital satisfaction 580 141 —1.44 2.02 0.03 —0.00 0.12%* -
5. Parental burnout 16.73 22.39 1.90 3.04 —0.06 0.00 0.02 —0.17%%* -
6. Parents’ coparenting 3.64 0.63 024 —-0.35 0.08* —0.06 0.06 0.63%*% (), 39%*:* -
support
7. Grandparents’ 3.57 0.79 -0.36 0.52 0.10% —0.09* —0.02 0.29%#*%  —(,19%** (. 45%** -
coparenting support
8. Grandparents’ 2.18 0.77 0.58 0.38 —0.06 0.09%* 0.07 —0.12%: 0.41%%%  —(Q.41%** —(.48%** —

coparenting conflict

*p <0.05; **¥p <0.01; ***p <0.001

discipline our child”). It was rated on a 5-point scale ran-
ging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Items describing non-
supportive behavior were reverse-scored; the average score
was then used as a composite score. High scores indicated
higher levels of coparenting support. Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.71.

Parental Burnout

The Chinese version (Chen et al., 2022) of the Parental
Burnout Assessment (Roskam et al., 2018) was used to
assess parental burnout. The scale consists of 23 items (e.g.,
“I feel completely run down by my role as a parent”).
Parents responded on a 7-point scale, ranging from O
(never) to 6 (every day). The sum score of all 23 items
ranges from O to 138. The item scores were averaged to
form a composite score; the higher the score, the higher the
level of parental burnout. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.98.

Grandparents’ Coparenting

The Coparenting Relationship Scale (Stright & Bales, 2003)
was adapted to assess parents’ perceptions of the quality of
grandparents’ coparenting behaviors. The scale consists of
14 items originally designed to measure coparenting
between partners. However, for our study, we replaced the
term “My partner” with “My child’s grandparent” to mea-
sure the coparenting relationship between parents and
grandparents. Parents completed the questionnaire, con-
sidering the grandparent who was most involved in their
child’s care.

To evaluate the level of grandparents’ coparenting
involvement, we employed specific screening questions.
Participants were asked about the grandparents’ assistance
in childcare over the past year, the estimated amount of time
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spent caring for the child each week, and the division of
caregiving responsibilities between them. These prescreen-
ing measures ensured that our sample primarily consisted of
grandparents actively engaged in childcare. This is parti-
cularly important given the prevalence of grandparental
involvement in childcare within Chinese culture (Hong
et al., 2022), validating the representativeness of our sample
selection criteria.

The items on the scale were rated on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The scale includes two
subscales, each comprising seven items. The first subscale
assesses grandparents’ supportive coparenting (e.g., “My
child’s grandparent backs me up when I discipline them”),
while the second subscale measures grandparents’ non-
supportive coparenting (e.g., “My child’s grandparent cri-
ticizes my parenting in front of them”). Composite scores
were calculated by averaging the item scores for each
subscale. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were calculated to
assess internal consistency, yielding a value of 0.92 for the
support subscale and 0.88 for the conflict subscale.

Data Analytic Plan

IBM SPSS 26 was used for both the preliminary and pri-
mary data analyses. The preliminary phase included calcu-
lating descriptive statistics such as means, standard
deviations, skewness, and kurtosis, as well as performing
correlation analyses for all variables. The detailed results
are presented in Table 1. Tests for Common Method Bias
and gender differences in parental burnout were also con-
ducted. Given that the study relied on self-report ques-
tionnaires for all variables, Harman’s single-factor analysis
(Podsakoff et al., 2012) was conducted to assess potential
Common Method Bias. This test determines if a single
factor accounts for most of the data variance. Additionally,
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Table 2 Simple Mediation Model

Effect /] SE  Bias-corrected
95%Cl
LL UL

Model direct pathways

Marital satisfaction — Parents’ 0.28 0.01 0.25 0.31
coparenting support

Parents’ coparenting 16.80 1.62 —19.99 —13.61

support — Parental burnout

Marital satisfaction — Parental 2.00 0.72 0.59 342
burnout

Indirect effects (mediation tests)

Marital satisfaction — Parents’ —4.68 051 -573 =371

coparenting support — Parental
burnout

Bootstrap sample size: 10,000. The coefficients are unstandardized

CI confidence interval, LL lower limit, UL upper limit

considering the significant gender differences in burnout
highlighted in previous research (Roskam & Mikolajczak,
2020), we investigated the potential impact of gender on our
study variable, parental burnout, and our overall models.
Following the preliminary analysis, which included com-
puting descriptive statistics and correlations, testing for
Common Method Bias, and examining gender differences in
parental burnout, we proceeded to the primary analysis using
Hayes” PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013). In the primary
analysis, we first tested a simple mediation model (Model 4
within the PROCESS Macro) to explore the indirect rela-
tionship between marital satisfaction and parental burnout via
the mediating effect of parents’ coparenting. Additionally, we
examined a moderated mediation model (Model 14 within the
PROCESS Macro) to assess the moderating effect of grand-
parents’ coparenting on the link between parents’ coparenting
(as the mediator) and parental burnout. Initially, control
variables including parents’ age, educational level, and length
of marriage were included in Model 4. However, none of
these variables significantly influenced parents’ coparenting
(parents’ age: b= —0.01, p=0.057; educational level:
b=0.01, p=0.061; length of marriage: & =0.003,
p=0.621) or parental burnout (parents’ age: b= —0.29,
p =0.197; educational level: b = —0.25, p =0.417; length of
marriage: b = 0.37, p = 0.147). Consequently, these variables
were excluded from the final models. In the subsequent stage
of analysis, only our study variables - marital satisfaction,
parents’ coparenting, grandparents’ coparenting, and parental
burnout - were incorporated into the final models (Models 4
and 14). We employed a bootstrapping method with 10,000
samples to calculate point estimates of conditional indirect
effects, direct effects, and the 95% confidence intervals (Cls)
for these effects. This approach was taken to control for Type
I error and address issues related to the asymmetric and non-

normal distribution of indirect effects. An effect was deemed
statistically significant if the CIs did not contain zero. The
moderators, namely grandparents’ coparenting support and
conflict, were analyzed separately within these models.

Results
Preliminary Data Analyses
Descriptive Analyses

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and Pearson corre-
lations among the studied variables. Higher marital satisfac-
tion was linked to significantly less parental burnout, showing
a negative correlation. Also, it correlated positively with
higher levels of parents’ coparenting support and grand-
parents’ coparenting support. Conversely, marital satisfaction
was inversely related to grandparents’ coparenting conflict,
with a higher satisfaction corresponding to less conflict. Par-
ental burnout showed a significant negative correlation with
parents’ coparenting support and grandparents’ coparenting
support. In contrast, parental burnout was positively corre-
lated with grandparents’ coparenting conflict, suggesting that
higher burnout is associated with more conflict.

The Test for Common Method Bias

All the variables were assessed by self-report questionnaires,
which may have caused common method bias. To determine
the potential impact of this on the results, we conducted a
Harman’s single-factor analysis to test whether a single
factor can explain all of the variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012).
It showed that there were 9 factors with eigenvalues greater
than 1, among which the variation explained by the first
factor was only 33.54%, less than the critical standard of
50%. Thus, the common method bias does not appear to be
an issue in this study (Podsakoff et al., 2012).

Gender Differences in Parental Burnout

An independent samples ¢ test was employed to examine
gender differences in parental burnout. The results, showing
#(671)=—0.23, p=0.819, revealed no significant differ-
ences based on gender, leading us to omit this factor from
our final models.

Primary Data Analyses
As can be seen from the simple mediation model in Table 2,
marital satisfaction was directly associated with parental

burnout. The first hypothesis was supported. In addition,
marital satisfaction was positively associated with parents’
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Table 3 Test of Conditional Indirect Effect

Effect Bias-corrected

95%CI

p SE LL UL

Grandparents’ coparenting support as a moderator predicting parental
burnout

Parents’ coparenting support x 0.02 0.03 —0.05 0.08

Grandparents’ coparenting support

Conditional mediating effect at values of Grandparents’ coparenting
support

—1SD -0.30 0.05 -0.40 -0.21
Mean —-0.29 0.04 -0.37 -0.22
+1SD —-028 0.04 -036 -0.20

Grandparents’ coparenting conflict as a moderator predicting parental
burnout

Parents’ coparenting support X —-0.12 0.03 —-0.19 -0.06

Grandparents’ coparenting conflict

Conditional mediating effect at values of Grandparents’ coparenting
conflict

—1SD -0.19 0.06 —-0.31 -0.07
Mean —-0.31 0.05 —-042 -0.21
+1SD —-0.44 07 -057 -0.30

Bootstrap sample size: 10,000

CI confidence interval, LL lower limit, UL upper limit

coparenting support, and parents’ coparenting support was
negatively associated with parental burnout. Bootstrapping
with 10,000 samples showed that the mediating role of
parents’ coparenting support in the relationship between
marital satisfaction and parental burnout was significant.
The second hypothesis was supported.

As shown in the higher portion of Table 3, the interaction
of parents’ coparenting support and grandparents’ copar-
enting support was not significant. However, as the lower
portion of Table 3 shows, the interaction of parents’
coparenting support and grandparents’ coparenting conflict
was significant. This indicated that the link between par-
ents’ coparenting support and parental burnout was mod-
erated by grandparents’ coparenting conflict. Simple effects
were estimated from separate regression equations predict-
ing parental burnout from parents’ coparenting support at
low and high levels of grandparents’ coparenting conflict.
Parents’ coparenting support was negatively associated with
parental burnout at low levels of grandparents’ coparenting
conflict, and this association was stronger at high levels of
grandparents’ coparenting conflict (Fig. 2).

Discussion

This study significantly advances our understanding of
parental burnout, a condition stemming from emotional
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exhaustion caused by a chronic imbalance between stress-
enhancing risk factors and stress-alleviating resources. Our
research offers new insights into the precursors of parental
burnout, especially in unraveling the complex interactions
among these factors. In a field where understanding the
causes and interconnections leading to parental burnout is
still developing (Mikolajczak et al., 2018), our study
introduces a novel approach to analyzing the cumulative
effects of multiple antecedents on parental burnout. Speci-
fically, our results reveal an indirect link between marital
satisfaction and parental burnout, mediated by the support
from partner coparenting. Importantly, the study shows how
conflicts in grandparent-parent coparenting can moderate
the impact of this support on parental burnout, indicating
that both partners and grandparents are crucial in copar-
enting and significantly influence the reduction of parental
burnout. These findings on the mediating and moderating
roles of coparenting provide valuable strategies for inter-
ventions to reduce parental burnout.

Additionally, the study integrates Family Functioning
Theory, Resource and Risk Theory, and Family Systems
Theory, proposing a new model to explain parental burnout.
This new model focuses on providing an explanatory fra-
mework for parental burnout, considering the complex
influences from various factors, particularly within the
family context. In this model, the Family Functioning
Theory serves as a framework to identify the various factors
that contribute to parental burnout, similar to how it
explains the composition of specific molecules by examin-
ing their atomic components. However, the Family Func-
tioning Theory does not provide a dynamic mechanism for
understanding the interactions among these factors that
collectively lead to parental burnout.

In this regard, the Resource and Risk Theory offers a
comprehensive understanding of this dynamic process. It
functions like a balance scale, with protective factors on one
end and sources of stress on the other. As the sources of
stress outweigh the protective factors, the likelihood of
parental burnout increases. Thus, the Resource and Risk
Theory provides a dynamic mechanism that integrates the
various factors influencing parental burnout. In this ana-
logy, it resembles the theory of chemical bonds, explaining
how the atoms within the molecule of parental burnout are
combined.

Expanding the perspective beyond the couple and
nuclear family, the Family Systems Theory incorporates the
role of grandparents, enriching the explanatory framework.
The Family Systems Theory views family members as
interdependent microsystems that directly and indirectly
influence each other and other subsystems. It emphasizes
that microsystems are embedded within larger systems and
highlights the interactions occurring within and between
these different levels. This perspective treats grandparents
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and parents as a microsystem, providing a theoretical fra-
mework for understanding the observed moderation and
mediation effects. To illustrate, the Family Systems Theory
goes beyond examining the relationships among individual
atoms (factors within the family influencing parental burn-
out) and explores the relationships among molecules and
molecules (how different microsystems affect, enhance,
weaken, or disrupt chemical bonds).

There was a significant negative association between
marital satisfaction and parental burnout. This accorded
with the previous literature (Mikolajczak et al., 2018). From
a family systems theory perspective, the father-mother
subsystem influenced the parent-child subsystem, suggest-
ing that there was a strong association between the quality
of marital relationships and parental burnout arising from
the process of caring for children. Consistent with the bal-
ance between risks and resources theory, a high quality of
marital relationship provided the parents with more sup-
portive resources to help them face the responsibilities and
stresses of parenting. Because marital satisfaction reflects
the quality of the marital relationship from a subjective and
internal perspective, it is more likely to represent an indi-
vidual’s internal state; this may have a crossover effect on
psychological burnout, which is also considered to be an
internal mental state.

Parents’ coparenting support mediated the associations
between marital satisfaction and parental burnout. The
mediating effect of parents’ coparenting support can be
seen as a suppressing effect (Wen & Ye, 2014) because
high marital satisfaction reduces parental burnout by
increasing the level of parents’ coparenting support. The
quality of the spousal relationship in both coparenting
and marital relationships may play an important role in
mitigating parental burnout. In particular, parents’
coparenting support has important implications for par-
enting and family role distinctions in childcare. Parents

HIGH PARENTS SUPPORT

often play different roles and face substantial work-
family conflicts (Van Bakel et al., 2018). Therefore, a
cooperative division in family roles and partners’ par-
enting support is important. To prevent parental burnout,
couples should coparent when caring for their children
and support each other when they encounter parental
stress.

Besides, based on the findings depicted in Fig. 2, it was
observed that families characterized by high levels of
grandparents’ coparenting conflict exhibited elevated levels
of parental burnout compared to families with low levels of
coparenting conflict. This outcome aligns with the spill-over
hypothesis proposed within the framework of family sys-
tems theory, which posits that emotions and behaviors
originating in one subsystem can overflow into another
subsystem (Erel & Burman, 1995; Krishnakumar & Bueh-
ler, 2000). Specifically, the conflict experienced in the
grandparent-parent subsystem may extend into the parent-
child subsystem, ultimately contributing to a higher average
level of parental burnout. Studies examining parent-
grandparent coparenting dynamics have provided suppor-
tive evidence in this regard. For instance, Goh and
Kuczynski (2010) found that mutual competition between
mothers and grandmothers can permeate into the mother-
child relationship, leading to negative parenting behaviors
and disruption of the mother-child bond.

The results revealed a significant moderation effect of
grandparent-parent coparenting conflict on the relationship
between parents’ coparenting support and parental burnout.
Specifically, with a higher level of grandparent’s copar-
enting conflict, the negative association between parents’
coparenting support and parental burnout becomes more
pronounced. Put simply, when there is higher conflict in
grandparent coparenting, a greater level of parents’ copar-
enting support is associated with a more significant reduc-
tion in parental burnout. Essentially, the protective effect of
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parental support is amplified in the presence of high conflict
in grandparents’ coparenting.

This moderation effect can potentially be explained by
the influence of psychological reactance. The theory of
psychological reactance suggests that individuals have an
innate need for autonomy and the capacity to exert control
over their lives. When they perceive external attempts to
restrict or interfere with their autonomy, they experience a
drive to restore the threatened freedom (Brehm, 1966). In
China, there is often a significant disparity between the
parenting experiences of the older generation (grandparents)
and the younger generation (parents), resulting in serious
conflicts in parental guidance from grandparents (referred to
as the high grandparents’ coparenting conflict situation in
Fig. 2) (Liang et al., 2021). These conflicts pose a threat to
parents’ autonomy. Consequently, parents experience psy-
chological reactance, which motivates them to restore their
sense of freedom (Steindl et al., 2015). Furthermore, the
psychological motivation driven by reactance to restore
freedom compels individuals to actively seek social support
as a means of alleviating the constraints they encounter.
Consequently, social support assumes a critical role in
facilitating the reevaluation of individuals’ circumstances
and enhancing their emotional well-being (Steindl et al.,
2015). Among various forms of social support, coparenting
support from one’s partner holds paramount importance and
is highly valued within the family context, given the shared
age and mutual understanding of each other’s parenting
styles (Liang et al., 2021). Thus, the protective effect of
parents’ coparenting support (partner support) may be
amplified in environments characterized by high levels of
grandparents’ coparenting conflict (as illustrated by the
observed moderation effect in Fig. 2).

Grandparent-parent coparenting support did not have a
moderating effect. This may have been because partners’
coparenting support appeared to be stronger in alleviating
parental burnout than grandparent-parenting coparenting
support. Although both partners’ and grandparents’ co-
parenting support can somewhat increase parents’ resource-
fulness in caring for their children, spousal support provides
more proximal and direct support for parents experiencing
stress than grandparental support. Grandparent support is by
its nature intergenerational (Goh & Kuczynski, 2010; Zou
et al., 2020); intergenerational conflicts and contradictions in
childcare may make intergenerational coparenting support
less effective in reducing parental burnout.

Limitations and Future Directions
The present study has some limitations. First, given its
cross-sectional design, it was not possible to determine

causal links between the study variables. Future researchers
might use a longitudinal design to provide evidence of the

@ Springer

temporal ordering of the variables that were considered in
the study. Second, the study used questionnaires to collect
data on coparenting and the quality of marital relationships.
Although the questionnaires employed are commonly used
instruments with high reliability and validity, self-reporting
inevitably causes some bias. Future studies should use
methods such as family interaction observation (e.g.,
Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2004) to assess the variables. Third,
the present study focused on parents with preschool chil-
dren. Although previous studies have shown that children’s
age did not influence parental burnout (Le Vigouroux &
Scola, 2018; Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018), future
researchers might be able to confirm whether the findings of
the present study are generalizable to other age groups.
Lastly, our research mainly involved Chinese parents from
an urban setting in Shanghai, typically with higher educa-
tional levels. This specific demographic may limit the
generalizability of our results. The experiences and par-
enting dynamics of our sample might not represent those in
diverse cultural and regional backgrounds, particularly rural
areas. Future studies should aim to replicate our research in
diverse settings, encompassing various regions and incor-
porating families with different educational backgrounds
and cultural experiences. This more inclusive approach will
broaden the applicability of our findings and provide deeper
insights into parental burnout in various contexts.

Conclusion

The present study offers valuable insights into the connection
between marital relationships and parental burnout. It intro-
duces a comprehensive model that integrates the family
function theory, family system theory, and risk and resource
theory, providing a framework for understanding parental
burnout in the context of coparenting and marital satisfaction.
By examining the complex interplay between coparenting
dynamics, marital satisfaction, and parental well-being, the
study uncovers the intricate nature of parental burnout. These
research findings have meaningful implications for advan-
cing our understanding of this phenomenon. Also, the
research findings have important translational implications:
Firstly, recognizing the significant spill-over impact of
grandparents’ coparenting conflict on parental well-being is
crucial. The observed association between higher levels of
grandparents’ coparenting conflict and greater parental
burnout underscores the need for interventions and support
systems aimed at reducing conflict and enhancing commu-
nication within the grandparent-parent subsystem. Prior-
itizing a rational division of family roles in childcare
responsibilities can serve as one effective approach to
reduce conflicts. By actively addressing these conflicts,
professionals can effectively mitigate the stress experienced
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by parents, leading to notable improvements in their overall
well-being.

Furthermore, the role of parents’ coparenting support plays
a significant role in mitigating the detrimental impacts of
parental burnout, particularly in the context of high grand-
parents’ coparenting conflict. This support demonstrates a
robust and even amplified effect on reducing parental burnout.
Additionally, our study’s meditation model suggests that
parents’ coparenting support serves as a more specific and
critical protective factor in alleviating parental burnout com-
pared to high marital satisfaction alone. Given these findings,
it is crucial for mental health professionals to prioritize their
attention to parents’ coparenting support. They should also
consider incorporating targeted behavioral therapy training
and interventions that focus on enhancing coparenting support
as effective strategies for alleviating parental burnout.

Overall, the translational implications of this research
highlight the importance of addressing grandparents’ copar-
enting conflicts and promoting coparenting support from
partners. By incorporating these insights into interventions
and support programs, professionals can contribute to fos-
tering healthier coparenting dynamics, improving parental
well-being, and ultimately promoting positive developmental
outcomes for children within the family system.
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