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Abstract Despite ample evidence for the benefits of

parental autonomy support and the harms of parental psy-

chological control to Chinese adolescents’ well-being, little

is known about what foreshadows these parenting behav-

iors among Chinese parents. The current research addres-

sed this gap in the literature. It tested the hypothesis that

parents’ endorsement of self-development socialization

goals (i.e., regarding a positive sense of self in terms of

holding optimistic attitudes toward oneself, feeling auton-

omous in one’s actions, and establishing one’s indepen-

dence from others, as important for adolescents to develop)

and adolescents’ school performance may interact to pre-

dict parental autonomy support and psychological control

in urban China. Three hundred and forty-one Chinese

seventh graders (mean age = 13.30 years, 58 % female)

and their parents (186 mothers and 155 fathers) partici-

pated. Parents reported on their own and their spouses’

endorsement of self-development socialization goals; ado-

lescents reported on parental autonomy support and psy-

chological control; and adolescents’ grades were obtained

from school records. Significant interactions were found

between parents’ socialization goals and adolescents’

grades in predicting parenting behaviors. When adolescents

were doing well at school, the stronger parents’ endorse-

ment of self-development socialization goals, the greater

their autonomy support and the lesser their psychological

control; when adolescents were doing poorly at school,

regardless of parents’ socialization goals, their autonomy

support was relatively low and their psychological control

was relatively high. These findings highlight a tension

between parental concerns over adolescents’ self-develop-

ment and academic success, which needs to be resolved to

promote autonomy support and prevent psychological

control among urban Chinese parents.
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Introduction

Decades of research has evidenced the crucial roles of

parents’ autonomy support and psychological control in

adolescents’ functioning, when adolescents go through the

developmental period during which establishing a positive

sense of self as an autonomous and independent individual

is a salient task (for reviews, see Laursen and Collins 2009;

Smetana et al. 2006; Steinberg 1990, 2001). Presumably

because it nurtures adolescents’ sense of self, parents’

autonomy support (e.g., allowing adolescents to make

choices on their own and encouraging adolescents to

express their ideas and opinions freely) is conducive to

adolescents’ functioning in various arenas ranging from

emotional, academic, behavioral, to social adjustment (e.g.,

Brenning et al. 2011; Seiffge-Krenke and Pakalniskiene

2011; Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2005). In contrast,

presumably because it hurts adolescents’ sense of self,

parents’ psychological control (e.g., inducing guilt in

adolescents or withdrawing love from adolescents to make

them comply with parental wishes) is detrimental to
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adolescents’ functioning, particularly in the arenas of

emotional and social adjustment (e.g., Arim and Shapka

2008; Doyle and Markiewicz 2005; Foster et al. 2008;

Loukas et al. 2005; Miller et al. 2011).

Notably, the benefits of parental autonomy support and

the harms of parental psychological control have been well

documented in diverse cultures (see Barber et al. 2005;

Grolnick 2003), including in Chinese societies (e.g., Barber

et al. 2005; Lekes et al. 2010; Shek 2007; Vansteenkiste

et al. 2005; Wang et al. 2007), where parents of adolescents

tend to be less autonomy supportive but more psycholog-

ically controlling than their Western counterparts (e.g.,

Barber et al. 2005; Lekes et al. 2010; Wang et al. 2007).

Given the impact of these two parenting dimensions on

adolescent development, it is critical to understand their

antecedents to inform endeavors at promoting autonomy

support and preventing psychological control among par-

ents, and eventually to foster adolescents’ well-being.

Developmental and cross-cultural psychologists have

speculated about self-development socialization goals

foreshadowing parental autonomy support and psycholog-

ical control (for a review, see Bugental and Grusec 2006).

When parents regard a positive sense of self (e.g., holding

optimistic attitudes toward oneself, feeling autonomous in

one’s actions, and establishing one’s independence from

others) as important for their offspring to develop, they are

likely to engage in autonomy-supportive parenting behav-

iors but refrain from psychologically controlling parenting

behaviors. It is further observed that self-development

socialization goals tend to be less prioritized in tradition-

ally collectivist cultures such as Chinese societies than in

prototypically individualistic cultures such as many Wes-

tern societies, which may explain Chinese (vs. Western)

parents’ dampened autonomy support and heightened

psychological control. Intriguingly, recent research has

evidenced contemporary Chinese parents’ notable

endorsement of self-development socialization goals (see

Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2008), underscoring a possible

tension between individualistic socialization goals and

other cultural precepts about parenting in traditionally

collectivist Chinese societies (Grusec and Rudy 2001).

A culturally prescribed central responsibility of Chinese

parents is to ensure their offspring’s academic success (see

Chao and Tseng 2002; Wu 1996), which may render par-

ents susceptible to parenting behaviors lacking in auton-

omy support but awash with control in the face of their

offspring’s unsatisfactory school performance (see Grolnick

2003; Pomerantz et al. 2005). As the issue of self devel-

opment gains salience during adolescence, the issue of

academic success also becomes pressing, especially in

Chinese societies where getting admitted into a good uni-

versity depends on doing well throughout the secondary-

school years and determines one’s career prospects. Thus,

how parents balance their self-development socialization

goals and their concern over their offspring’s school per-

formance is vital in shaping their parenting behaviors. This

research hence investigated the interplay between parents’

self-development socialization goals and adolescents’

school performance in predicting Chinese parents’ auton-

omy support and psychological control.

Self-Development Socialization Goals and Parental

Autonomy Support and Psychological Control

Parents’ socialization goals long have been theorized to be

antecedents of parenting behaviors (for reviews, see Bug-

ental and Johnston 2000; Darling and Steinberg 1993;

Goodnow 1988). In particular, autonomy-supportive par-

enting behaviors are believed to ensue from parents’ pri-

oritizing self-development socialization goals, such that

parents endeavor to cultivate in their offspring a positive

sense of self, which entails their offspring developing into

individuals who are affirmative of themselves as well as

able to act out of their own will and function effectively by

themselves (Chao 2000; Grolnick 2003; see also Bugental

and Grusec 2006). Moreover, when parents endorse self-

development socialization goals, they are likely to keep off

psychologically controlling parenting behaviors, which

tend to disrespect and violate their offspring’s sense of self

(Barber and Harmon 2002; Barber et al. in press; see also

Bugental and Grusec 2006). Despite the aforementioned

theoretical speculations relating self-development sociali-

zation goals to parental autonomy support and psycholog-

ical control, there is surprisingly little empirical work

exactly testing such links. We located only three studies in

the literature that examined self-development socialization

goals in connection with aspects of parenting more or less

related to autonomy support and psychological control.

In a study based upon university students’ reports on

their parents’ socialization goals and parenting styles, Li

et al. (2010) found among both Chinese in China and

European Americans in the US that self-development

socialization goals were related positively to authoritative

parenting, which involves autonomy support (Gray and

Steinberg 1999), while unrelated to authoritarian parenting,

which involves psychological control (Rudy et al. 2008). In

a study among Chinese-American and European-American

ninth graders and their parents in the US, Padmawidjaja

and Chao (2010) found that parent-reported self-develop-

ment socialization goals were related positively to parent-

reported contingent autonomy (e.g., ‘‘watches how off-

spring behaves before giving her/him more freedom’’)

among Chinese Americans, while negatively related to

adolescent-reported parental restricting autonomy (e.g.,

‘‘gives offspring as much freedom as s/he wants’’ reverse-

keyed) and parent-reported expecting obedience (e.g.,
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‘‘tells offspring to follow parental wishes’’) among Euro-

pean Americans. Lastly, in a study based upon the reports

by immigrant Chinese and European-American mothers of

elementary-school children in the US, Chao (2000) found a

positive association between self-development socializa-

tion goals and managerial parental involvement in school

(e.g., ‘‘I check my child’s homework when asked’’). Taken

together, the aforementioned studies have not only dem-

onstrated the relevance of self-development socialization

goals to Chinese as well as European-American parenting,

but also provided initial support for the role of self-

development socialization goals in shaping parenting

behaviors fostering versus restraining offspring’s sense of

self.

School Performance and Parental Autonomy Support

and Psychological Control

Guided by transactional models of parental socialization,

which recognize the direction of effects from offspring’s

characteristics to parenting in addition to the other way

around (for reviews, see Bell 1979; Belsky 1984; Sameroff

and Mackenzie 2003), investigators have examined how

offspring’s school performance may shape parenting

behaviors granting autonomy versus exerting control (see

Grolnick 2003; Pomerantz et al. 2005). In a study among

fourth to sixth graders and their mothers in the US (mostly

European Americans), Pomerantz and Eaton (2001)

showed that the lower children’s grades in major school

subjects, the less autonomy supportive 6 months later were

their mothers in the homework context, in that their

mothers would check and help with their homework

without their request. In a study among third graders and

their mothers in the US (mostly European Americans),

Grolnick et al. (2002) showed that mothers of children with

lower grades were less autonomy supportive when inter-

acting with their children during school-like tasks in the

laboratory (e.g., forcing directives on children instead of

encouraging children to figure out solutions by them-

selves). The study by Pomerantz and Eaton (2001) further

identified an underlying mechanism such that children’s

poor school performance made their mothers worry and

feel pressured to push and help them, and in turn become

less autonomy supportive.

Although the links from school performance to auton-

omy-supportive versus controlling parenting behaviors

have yet to be demonstrated exactly among families of

adolescent offspring, the foregoing mechanism may well

be at work similarly or even more vigorously during the

secondary-school years, when academic success is of

greater concern than during the elementary-school years.

Notably, as Chinese parents assume utmost responsibility

to boost their offspring’s educational achievement (see

Chao and Tseng 2002; Wu 1996), they may be particularly

likely to feel worried and pressured when their offspring

are not doing well at school, and then readily fall back on

less autonomy-supportive but more controlling parenting

behaviors. Indeed, consistent with the notion that Chinese

parents tend to consider psychological control as an

effective socialization tool to motivate their offspring to

meet societal standards (e.g., doing well at school), Wang

and Pomerantz (2008) found that the greater decrease in

Chinese adolescents’ grades as they progressed through the

first 2 years in middle school, the more psychologically

controlling they reported their parents to be at the end of

these 2 years. To summarize, the aforementioned studies

have shown school performance as a direct determinant of

parental autonomy support and psychological control,

given the typical parental concern over offspring’s aca-

demic success. It is interesting to note that while the study

by Pomerantz and Eaton (2001) as well as the study by

Grolnick et al. (2002) demonstrated American parents’

lessened autonomy support and heightened control specif-

ically concerning schoolwork in the face of their off-

spring’s poor school performance, the study by Wang and

Pomerantz (2008) examined Chinese parents’ psychologi-

cal control in general regardless of domains of adolescents’

life. The finding by Wang and Pomerantz (2008) of

Chinese parents exerting increased psychological control in

general given their adolescent offspring’s deteriorated

school performance suggests that Chinese parents may

consider schoolwork being influenced by other domains of

adolescents’ life in which they also need to intervene.

Indeed, there is evidence that peer groups play a role in

Chinese adolescents’ academic achievement as being in a

peer group of relatively better school performance on

average highlights to adolescents the value of schoolwork

(Chen et al. 2003). Chinese parents seem to be well aware

of such functions of peer groups and may attempt to

manage their offspring’s peer relations to ensure facilitat-

ing rather than interfering peer influences on their off-

spring’s schoolwork (Stevenson and Lee 1996). Hence,

Chinese adolescents’ school performance may affect their

parents’ autonomy support and psychological control

concerning not only schoolwork but also peer relations.

The Interplay Between Self-Development Socialization

Goals and School Performance

As their offspring enter adolescence and start secondary

school, there may well be a tension among Chinese parents

between their concerns over their offspring’s self devel-

opment and academic success. On the one hand, Chinese

parents may endorse self-development socialization goals

for their adolescent offspring, which urge them to engage

in autonomy support and refrain from psychological
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control. On the other hand, in the face of their offspring’s

unsatisfactory school performance, Chinese parents may be

overwhelmed with worry and pressure and then resort to

less autonomy-supportive but more controlling parenting

behaviors. These two forces of their self-development

socialization goals and their offspring’s school perfor-

mance may thus interact to shape Chinese parents’ par-

enting behaviors. Given the long-standing moral value

placed on education in Chinese culture and the prominent

pragmatic utility of academic success in contemporary

China (see Pomerantz et al. 2008), despite growing atten-

tion to other developmental outcomes including a positive

sense of self, school performance remains central in Chi-

nese adolescents’ lives (see Fong 2004). Therefore, it is

expected that when adolescents are doing well at school,

parents’ self-development socialization goals may take

over and foreshadow their heightened autonomy support

and dampened psychological control. In contrast, when

adolescents are doing poorly at school, parents’ self-

development socialization goals may give way and have

little influence on their parenting behaviors, which are

likely to be lacking in autonomy support but awash with

psychological control, out of parents’ attempts to push and

help their offspring to improve at schoolwork and regard-

less of their self-development socialization goals.

Overview of the Current Research

This research aimed to test the hypothesis that Chinese

parents’ endorsement of self-development socialization

goals and their adolescent offspring’s school performance

may interact to predict their autonomy support and psy-

chological control concerning their offspring’s schoolwork

as well as peer relations. In other words, we expected the

links from parents’ self-development socialization goals to

their autonomy-supportive and psychologically controlling

parenting behaviors to be moderated by their adolescent

offspring’s grades in major school subjects. Specifically, at

relatively high levels of grades, self-development sociali-

zation goals may be related positively to parental autonomy

support and related negatively to parental psychological

control, whereas at relatively low levels of grades, self-

development socialization goals may be unrelated to

parental autonomy support and psychological control. We

studied Chinese families of seventh graders, upon their

entry into adolescence and secondary school when the

issues of self development and academic success both gain

importance (see Chen and Chang 2007; Chen et al. 2000).

As a first step toward understanding antecedents of Chinese

parents’ autonomy support and psychological control with

their adolescent offspring in terms of parents’ socialization

goals and adolescents’ school performance, the current

research employed a cross-sectional design that involved

parents reporting on socialization goals and adolescents

reporting on parenting behaviors at one time point when

adolescents were in seventh grade.

Method

Participants

Three hundred and forty-one seventh graders (197 females

and 144 males; mean age = 13.30 years, SD = .47, with

one adolescent missing reporting her age) and their parents

(186 mothers and 155 fathers; mean age = 40.70,

SD = 4.47, with 19 parents missing reporting their age)

participated in this research. The participants were recrui-

ted through a public school in a big city in Southwestern

China. Among 78 % of the families invited, one parent

from each family provided written agreement for her/

himself and the adolescent offspring to participate; the

adolescent her/himself provided written assent. The par-

ticipating parents reported their own educational level

(among the 325 parents who provided this information

about themselves, 5 % completed primary school = 1,

27 % completed middle school = 2, 30 % completed high

school = 3, 23 % attained an associate degree = 4, 14 %

attained a bachelor’s degree = 5, and 1 % attained a

master’s degree = 6; mean = 3.18, SD = 1.15) as well as

their spouses’ educational level (322 of the participating

parents provided this information about their spouses,

among whom 9 % completed primary school; 30 % com-

pleted middle school; 27 % completed high school; 18 %

attained an associate degree; 15 % attained a bachelor’s

degree; 1 % attained a master’s degree; mean = 3.03,

SD = 1.25). Spousal educational levels were highly cor-

related, r = .70, p \ .001; their mean was taken, with

higher numbers representing higher parental education

(mean = 3.11, SD = 1.11). Due to the rather sensitive

nature of information on parents’ marital status (given the

predominant societal value of family that tends to disap-

prove divorce) and number of offspring (given the gov-

ernmental one-child-per-family policy) in China, we did

not collect data about these aspects of the individual

families. We only were able to estimate that our sample

consisted of mostly intact families in which there was just

one offspring, based on the general situation for the student

body of the participating school.

Procedure

Adolescents brought home a set of parent questionnaires;

for each family, at the parents’ choice, one of them com-

pleted the questionnaires, which were then returned to
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adolescents’ homeroom teachers. Adolescents completed a

set of questionnaires in classroom sessions overseen by

their homeroom teachers. Adolescents’ grades were

obtained from school records. All completed question-

naires were sealed in envelopes by the respondents to

ensure confidentiality. To minimize the demands on the

participating families, we asked only one parent from each

family to report on her/his own and the spouse’s endorse-

ment of self-development socialization goals, and we asked

the adolescent offspring from each family to report on both

parents’ autonomy support and psychological control as a

whole. Our decision on this economical yet valid design

was supported by prior work. On the one hand, spousal

reports on various aspects of parenting have been found to

be consistent with self-reports in previous studies among

parents of adolescents (e.g., Conger et al. 1995; Padilla-

Walker and Christensen 2010). On the other hand, there

has been evidence for both parents being quite consistent in

parenting adolescents (e.g., Ferguson et al. 2010; Sher-

Censor et al. 2011; for reviews, see Laursen and Collins

2009; Steinberg 2001), and adolescents’ reports on both

parents’ autonomy support and psychological control as a

whole have been used widely in prior work (e.g., Barber

et al. 2005; Lekes et al. 2010; Wang et al. 2007).

Measures

All of the 341 participating families had complete data in

terms of whole-measure scores as described below. How-

ever, within each measure across the individual items, there

were missing points for zero to twenty families. The cor-

responding factor analyses or reliability analyses employed

list-wise deletion in handling the missing data, and the

corresponding whole-measure scores were computed for

each family excluding the items with missing data.

Self-Development Socialization Goals

A 6-item measure was created in Chinese specifically for

this research to assess parents’ endorsement of self-devel-

opment socialization goals. The items (i.e., ‘‘It is very

important that my child is happy and enjoys life’’, ‘‘is

optimistic and self-confident’’, ‘‘feels good about him/her-

self’’, ‘‘has her/his own opinions and ideas’’, ‘‘is able to

stand up for her/himself’’, ‘‘is able to rely on her/himself.’’)

were selected from previous studies that have demonstrated

the relevance of these socialization goals to Chinese par-

enting (Chao 2000; Li et al. 2010; Padmawidjaja and Chao

2010). The participating parents indicated the extent to

which they agreed with each of the six items (1 = strongly

disagree; 7 = strongly agree) for their participating ado-

lescent offspring; they also indicated their spouses’

agreement with these items based upon their perceptions.

To verify that the six items represent socialization goals

which Chinese parents would coherently endorse, we

conducted Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) employing

principal component extraction, separately with the par-

ticipating parents’ self-reports and their reports on behalf

of their spouses. For the former, a single factor with an

eigen value greater than one (3.05) explained 50.78 % of

the total variance, and the factor loadings of the six items

on it ranged from .62 to .80; for the latter, a single factor

with an eigen value greater than one (3.08) explained

51.30 % of the total variance, and the factor loadings of the

six items on it ranged from .67 to .79. Moreover, the

measure was internally reliable for both the participating

parents’ self-reports (a = .79) and their reports on behalf

of their spouses (a = .80). These results support the con-

struct validity of the measure. The mean of the six items

was taken for the participating parents’ self-reports

(mean = 5.99, SD = .98) and their reports on behalf of

their spouses (mean = 6.01, SD = .95). These two scores

were highly correlated, r = .86, p \ .001; their mean was

taken, with higher numbers representing parents’ stronger

endorsement of self-development socialization goals

(mean = 6.00, SD = .93).

Autonomy Support and Psychological Control

Following prior work (e.g., Barber et al. 2005; Lekes et al.

2010; Wang et al. 2007), parents’ autonomy support and

psychological control were reported by their adolescent

offspring. Autonomy support concerning schoolwork and

peer relations were assessed separately, each with eight

items adapted from the Chinese version of the measure used

by Wang et al. (2007; e.g., ‘‘My parents allow me to make

choices about things related to school/with my friends

whenever possible.’’ ‘‘My parents encourage me to give my

ideas and opinions when it comes to decisions about my

schoolwork/things with my friends.’’). Adolescents indi-

cated how true each item was of their parents (1 = not at all

true; 5 = very true). The measures were internally reliable

(as = .91 and .93 for autonomy support concerning

schoolwork and peer relations, respectively). The mean of

the eight items was taken concerning schoolwork (mean =

3.32, SD = 1.05) and peer relations (mean = 3.48, SD =

1.08). These two scores were highly correlated, r = .66,

p \ .001; their mean was taken, with higher numbers rep-

resenting greater parental autonomy support (mean = 3.40,

SD = .97). Psychological control concerning schoolwork

and peer relations were assessed separately, each with

thirteen items adapted from the Chinese version of the

measure used by Wang et al. (2007; e.g., ‘‘My parents tell

me that I should feel guilty when I do not do as well in

school as they expect me to/do as they expect about things

related to my friends.’’ ‘‘My parents act cold and unfriendly
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if I do not study as much as they think I should/handle things

related to my friends the way they think I should.’’). Ado-

lescents indicated how true each item was of their parents.

The measures were internally reliable (as = .90 and .94 for

psychological control concerning schoolwork and peer

relations, respectively). The mean of the thirteen items was

taken concerning schoolwork (mean = 2.90, SD = .94)

and peer relations (mean = 2.48, SD = 1.07). These two

scores were highly correlated, r = .72, p \ .001; their

mean was taken, with higher numbers representing greater

parental psychological control (mean = 2.69, SD = .93).

Grades

Adolescents’ grades in Chinese, math and English were

obtained from school records. Grades were numerical,

ranging from 0 to 150. The mean across the three subjects

was taken, with higher numbers representing better school

performance (mean = 107.86, SD = 17.01).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

We first examined the zero-order correlations among par-

ents’ self-development socialization goals, parents’ auton-

omy support and psychological control, and adolescents’

school performance. Given that these aspects of parenting

and adolescent functioning might differ for female versus

male adolescents (see Leaper 2002), and vary across parents’

educational levels (see Hoff et al. 2002), we also examined

the roles of adolescent sex and parental education. As shown

in Table 1, adolescent sex was unrelated to parents’ self-

development socialization goals, autonomy support or psy-

chological control, while female adolescents outperformed

male adolescents at school. Consistent with prior work (e.g.,

Chao 2000), parents with higher education were more likely

to endorse self-development socialization goals. However,

parental education was unrelated to parents’ autonomy

support, psychological control or adolescents’ school per-

formance. Parents’ endorsement of self-development

socialization goals was related positively to their autonomy

support while unrelated to their psychological control.

Adolescents’ school performance was related positively to

their parents’ autonomy support while related negatively to

their parents’ psychological control.

Central Analyses

This research aimed to investigate how parents’ self-

development socialization goals and adolescents’ school

performance may jointly foreshadow parents’ autonomy

support and psychological control. To this end, we con-

ducted hierarchical multiple regression analyses, in which

we predicted autonomy support or psychological control

from self-development socialization goals and grades in the

first step, and the interaction between these two predictors

in the second step. Adolescent sex and parental education

were unrelated to autonomy support or psychological

control (see Table 1), and when they were included as

covariates in the analyses, the results remained similar;

thus, the central analyses excluded these two factors to be

parsimonious. Following Aiken and West (1991), we

mean-centered the two predictors in the analyses to obtain

estimates representing the main effects of each predictor at

the average level of the other predictor. We also followed

Aiken and West (1991) to decompose significant

interactions.

Predicting Autonomy Support

As shown in Table 2, consistent with prior work, there were

significant main effects of parents’ self-development

socialization goals, t(340) = 3.83, p \ .001, and adoles-

cents’ school performance, t(340) = 3.54, p \ .001, on

parents’ autonomy support, such that the stronger parents’

endorsement of self-development socialization goals or the

higher adolescents’ grades, the greater parents’ autonomy

support. Yet, there also was a significant interaction between

Table 1 Preliminary analyses

Zero-order correlation 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Adolescent sex (1 = female; 0 = male) –

2. Parental education .05 –

3. Parental self-development socialization goals -.03 .17** –

4. Parental autonomy support .04 .03 .21*** –

5. Parental psychological control .03 -.03 -.06 -.41*** –

6. Grades .26*** .01 .07 .20*** -.13* –

* p \ .05; ** p \ .01; *** p \ .001
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self-development socialization goals and grades, t(340) =

2.33, p = .020. Decomposition of this interaction showed

that parents’ endorsement of self-development socialization

goals was related positively to their autonomy support only

when adolescents had high (one standard deviation above

the mean), t(340) = 4.19, p \ .001, or average (the mean)

grades, t(340) = 3.83, p \ .001, not when adolescents had

low (one standard deviation below the mean) grades,

t(340) = 1.18, p = .239 (see Table 2). As shown in Fig. 1,

only when adolescents were not falling behind at school did

parents’ endorsement of self-development socialization

goals positively predict their autonomy support, whereas

when adolescents were falling behind at school, parents’

autonomy support was relatively low, regardless of their

self-development socialization goals.

Predicting Psychological Control

As shown in Table 2, consistent with prior work, there was

a significant main effect of adolescents’ school perfor-

mance on parents’ psychological control, t(340) = -2.42,

p = .016, such that the higher adolescents’ grades, the

lesser parents’ psychological control, while parents’ self-

development socialization goals had no significant main

effect on their psychological control, t(340) = -1.13,

p = .261. Yet, there also was a significant interaction

between self-development socialization goals and grades,

t(340) = -2.50, p = .013. Decomposition of this interac-

tion showed that parents’ endorsement of self-development

socialization goals was related negatively to their psycho-

logical control only when adolescents had high grades,

t(340) = -2.44, p = .015, not when adolescents had

average, t(340) = -1.13, p = .261, or low grades,

t(340) = .98, p = .328 (see Table 2). As shown in Fig. 2,

only when adolescents were excelling at school did par-

ents’ endorsement of self-development socialization goals

negatively predict their psychological control, whereas

when adolescents were not excelling at school, parents’

psychological control was relatively high, regardless of

their self-development socialization goals.

Table 2 Central analyses

Predictor Parenting behaviors

Autonomy support Psychological control

B SE b B SE b

Main effects

Self-development socialization goals .20 .05 .20*** -.06 .05 -.06

Grades .18 .05 .18*** -.12 .05 -.13*

Interaction

Self-development socialization goals 9 grades .12 .05 .12* -.12 .05 -.13*

Decomposition of significant interactions

Self-development socialization goals predicting parenting behaviors at difference levels of grades

Low grades .08 .07 .08 .07 .07 .07

Average grades .20 .05 .20*** -.06 .05 -.06

High grades .31 .07 .32*** -.18 .07 -.19*

Low grades were 1 SD below the mean, average grades were at the mean, and high grades were 1 SD above the mean. Both self-development

socialization goals and grades as predictors were mean-centered; thus, the estimates of the main effects of parents’ endorsement of self-

development socialization goals on parenting behaviors were the same as the estimates of its effects at average grades

* p \ .05; *** p \ .001
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Fig. 1 The relation from parental endorsement of self-development

socialization goals to adolescent-reported parental autonomy support

was moderated by adolescents’ grades. Note. Low levels of endorse-

ment of self-development socialization goals and grades were 1 SD

below the mean, average levels were at the mean, and high levels

were 1 SD above the mean. Slopes were estimated from the central

analyses. ps \ .001 for the slopes at the average and high levels of

grades
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Supplemental Analyses

In the current research, we obtained adolescents’ reports on

both parents’ autonomy support and psychological control

as a whole without differentiating maternal versus paternal

parenting within each family. Yet, there were self-reports

by mothers and fathers from different families on their

endorsement of self-development socialization goals,

allowing analyses to explore the role of parental gender in

the links among parents’ socialization goals, adolescents’

school performance, and parents’ autonomy support and

psychological control. To this end, we first examined the

zero-order correlations between the participating parents’

gender and the other constructs. It turned out that the

participating parents’ gender was unrelated to their self-

reported endorsement of self-development socialization

goals, their offspring’s school performance, or their off-

spring’s reports on their and their spouses’ autonomy

support or psychological control as a whole, |r|s \ .06,

ps [ .33. Next, we conducted hierarchical multiple

regression analyses, in which we predicted adolescents’

reports on both parents’ autonomy support or psychological

control from the participating parents’ gender, their self-

reported socialization goals and adolescents’ grades in the

first step, the 2-way interactions of each pair of these three

predictors in the second step, and the 3-way interaction of

all predictors in the third step. None of the main or inter-

active effects involving parental gender was significant, |t|s

(340) \ 1.79, ps [ .07. Regardless of their gender, the

participating parents’ self-reported endorsement of self-

development socialization goals interacted with their off-

spring’s grades in predicting their autonomy support,

b = .10, SE = .05, b = .10, t(340) = 1.93, p = .054, and

psychological control, b = -.12, SE = .05, b = -.13,

t(340) = -2.35, p = .020, similar to the results from the

central analyses examining both parents’ socialization

goals and their autonomy support or psychological control

as a whole.

Discussion

To our best knowledge, no previous studies specifically

have investigated antecedents of Chinese parents’ auton-

omy support and psychological control, which represents a

serious gap, given the vital consequences of these parenting

dimensions for Chinese adolescents’ development (e.g.,

Barber et al. 2005; Lekes et al. 2010; Wang et al. 2007). The

current research sought to fill in this gap. Guided by the idea

that there may be a tension between Chinese parents’ con-

cerns over their adolescent offspring’s self development and

academic success, we examined the interplay between

parents’ self-development socialization goals and adoles-

cents’ school performance in predicting Chinese parents’

autonomy support and psychological control. We found that

when adolescents were doing well at school, the stronger

Chinese parents’ endorsement of self-development sociali-

zation goals, the greater their autonomy support and the

lesser their psychological control, whereas when adoles-

cents were doing poorly at school, Chinese parents were

relatively less autonomy supportive but more psychologi-

cally controlling, regardless of their self-development

socialization goals. These findings have noteworthy theo-

retical and practical implications.

Theoretically, first of all, the interactions revealed in this

research between parents’ self-development socialization

goals and adolescents’ school performance in predicting

parents’ autonomy support and psychological control pro-

vide evidence for transactional models of parental social-

ization that emphasize the joint roles of parent and

offspring characteristics in determining parenting behav-

iors (see Bell 1979; Belsky 1984; Sameroff and Mackenzie

2003). Moreover, the moderating effects demonstrated in

this research of adolescents’ school performance on the

links from parents’ self-development socialization goals to

their autonomy support and psychological control suggest a

promising direction to solve the ‘‘puzzle’’ pertaining to

frequently found weak or inconsistent connections between

parental cognitions and parenting behaviors (see Bugental

and Johnston 2000; Goodnow 1988). Namely, it may be

worthwhile to look for moderators including offspring
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Fig. 2 The relation from parental endorsement of self-development

socialization goals to adolescent-reported parental psychological

control was moderated by adolescents’ grades. Note. Low levels of

parental endorsement of self-development socialization goals and

grades were 1 SD below the mean, average levels were at the mean,

and high levels were 1 SD above the mean. Slopes were estimated

from the central analyses. p \ .05 for the slope at the high level of

grades
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characteristics that may facilitate or hinder the translation

from parental cognitions into parenting behaviors (see also

Sameroff and Mackenzie 2003).

Second, the findings of this research shed light on two

theoretical queries about the role of culture in parental

socialization. For one, to what extent do individualistic

socialization goals exist and how may they make a dif-

ference in contemporary parenting in traditionally collec-

tivist cultures such as Chinese societies (see Tamis-

LeMonda et al. 2008)? For another, to what extent may

there be a tension between individualistic socialization

goals and other cultural precepts about parenting in tradi-

tionally collectivist cultures such as Chinese societies, and

how parents may balance concerns that are in tension with

each other in their parenting behaviors (see Grusec and

Rudy 2001)? This research showed that parents in con-

temporary China coherently endorsed individualistic

socialization goals (i.e., regarding a positive sense of self

manifested in optimistic attitudes toward oneself, auton-

omy in one’s actions, and independence from others, as

important for their adolescent offspring to develop).

Moreover, their endorsement of such self-development

socialization goals was predictive of their parenting

behaviors in terms of autonomy support and psychological

control, depending on their offspring’s school performance.

There indeed seems to be a tension between Chinese par-

ents’ self-development socialization goals and the cultur-

ally prescribed responsibility for them to ensure their

offspring’s academic success. When adolescents were

doing well at school, parents’ endorsement of self-devel-

opment socialization goals positively predicted their

autonomy support and negatively predicted their psycho-

logical control. In contrast, when adolescents were doing

poorly at school, parents’ endorsement of self-development

socialization goals was unrelated to their parenting

behaviors, which were then characterized by dampened

autonomy support and heightened psychological control,

presumably due to parents’ concern over their offspring’s

academic success. As expected, Chinese parents’ autonomy

support or psychological control concerning their adoles-

cent offspring’s schoolwork and peer relations were asso-

ciated closely with each other. This is consistent with the

observation that Chinese parents tend to view peer relations

as influential on adolescents’ academic achievement and

thus may intervene in the domains of both schoolwork and

peer relations to ensure their offspring’s academic success

(Stevenson and Lee 1996). Taken together, the findings of

the current research echo calls not to dichotomize cultures

as individualistic versus collectivist, and illustrate how

parents’ concerns over universal developmental needs

(e.g., a positive sense of self) and cultural imperatives (e.g.,

academic success) may interact to foreshadow their par-

enting behaviors.

Practically, on the one hand, this research demonstrated

a positive link from self-development socialization goals to

autonomy support and a negative link from self-develop-

ment socialization goals to psychological control among

Chinese parents of adolescents, when adolescents were

doing well at school. On the other hand, this research

revealed that when their adolescent offspring were doing

poorly at school, Chinese parents engaged in parenting

behaviors lacking in autonomy support but awash with

psychological control, regardless of their self-development

socialization goals. These findings highlight the importance

of making the following efforts when advising and

educating parents of adolescents to eventually foster

adolescents’ well-being. First, given the links from self-

development socialization goals to heightened autonomy

support and dampened psychological control among Chi-

nese parents of adolescents (at least when adolescents are

doing well at school), such socialization goals need to be

advocated vigorously. Second, it is essential to inform

parents forcefully about the positive effects of autonomy

support but negative effects of psychological control on

adolescent development, so that even when in the face of

worry and pressure to push and help their adolescent off-

spring to improve on their schoolwork, they would not fall

back on decreased autonomy support and increased psy-

chological control, which may be well-intentioned but

actually backfire (see Grolnick 2003). Third, alternative

ways to help low-achieving adolescents constructively,

rather than counterproductively, need to be introduced to

parents, such as non-intrusive involvement in schoolwork,

which is in accordance, rather than in tension, with self-

development socialization goals (see Grolnick 2003;

Pomerantz et al. 2005).

The current research had several strengths but also some

limitations, leaving open questions for future work. First,

moving beyond most previous studies relying on either

parents or adolescents as a single source of information,

this research obtained parents’ reports on their own and

their spouses’ endorsement of self-development socializa-

tion goals, adolescents’ reports on both parents’ autonomy

support and psychological control as a whole, and adoles-

cents’ grades from school records as an objective indicator

of their academic performance. Such a design considerably

helps to reduce the influences of potential response biases

(e.g., adolescents may be less biased than their parents in

reporting socially undesirable parenting behaviors like

psychological control; Gonzales et al. 1996) and the

problem of common-method variance, thereby enhancing

the validity of the findings. However, this research was

cross-sectional, calling for longitudinal and experimental

studies in the future to pinpoint the direction of effects

from parents’ endorsement of self-development socializa-

tion goals and adolescents’ school performance to parents’
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autonomy support and psychological control, rather than

vice versa. Notably, transactional models of parental

socialization (see Bell 1979; Belsky 1984; Sameroff and

Mackenzie 2003) and previous longitudinal studies (e.g.,

Pomerantz and Eaton 2001; Wang and Pomerantz 2008)

indeed have lent quite strong theoretical and empirical

support for the role of adolescents’ school performance as

an antecedent, besides being a consequence, of parenting

behaviors such as autonomy support and psychological

control. Future longitudinal and experimental studies will

be particularly useful for examining the links from parents’

socialization goals to their parenting behaviors when ado-

lescents’ school performance dynamically shifts for better

or for worse. This will make a significant improvement on

the current cross-sectional research, which was only able to

investigate the links from parents’ socialization goals to

their parenting behaviors when adolescents’ school per-

formance was statically good or poor in comparison to their

schoolmates.

Second, this research employed an economical yet valid

design in which one parent from each participating family

reported on her/his own and the spouse’s socialization goals,

and the adolescent offspring reported on both parents’ par-

enting behaviors as a whole. The analyses allowed by such a

design to explore the role of the participating parents’ gender

in the links among their self-reported socialization goals, their

offspring’s school performance, and their offspring’s reports

on their and their spouses’ parenting behaviors as a whole

revealed little evidence for differences between mothers and

fathers. However, future studies should differentiate maternal

and paternal parenting exactly by having separate reports on

mothers’ and fathers’ socialization goals as well as parenting

behaviors from multiple informants including mothers and

fathers themselves, their spouses, and their offspring. Such

studies are necessary to test the possibility that Chinese

mothers and fathers may play different roles in socializing

their adolescent offspring (e.g., mothers may assume greater

responsibility for adolescents’ schoolwork while fathers may

assume greater responsibility for adolescents’ development

of autonomy and independence; Chen and He 2005).

Third, this research attended to the relevant demo-

graphic factor of parental education and studied a sample

of families varying sizably on this factor. Nevertheless, the

sample was quite homogeneous in terms of being urban

and including mostly intact families with only offspring.

Potential variations across families differing in parental

marital status and number of offspring, as well as between

urban and rural families in contemporary China need to be

investigated. Such demographic and regional variations

may exist in the weights that parents place on adolescents’

development of a positive sense of self versus academic

success, and parents’ beliefs about how their parenting

behaviors may affect adolescents’ development. Hence, it

is of interest to replicate this research among more heter-

ogeneous samples from both urban and rural areas in

China. For example, given greater respect for parental

authority in rural (vs. urban) areas (e.g., Zhang and Fuligni

2006), there may be mean-level differences in parents’

socialization goals and parenting behaviors, such that in

comparison to their urban counterparts, rural parents

endorse self-development socialization goals and use

autonomy support to a lesser extent, while use psycho-

logical control to a greater extent. Moreover, the links from

parents’ endorsement of self-development socialization

goals to their autonomy support and psychological control

generally may be weaker among rural (vs. urban) parents.

These possible urban–rural differences need to be exam-

ined in the future.

Similarly, it remains an empirical question of whether

the interplay between parents’ endorsement of self-devel-

opment socialization goals and adolescents’ school perfor-

mance in predicting parents’ autonomy support and

psychological control revealed in this research may be

evident in prototypically individualistic cultures such as

many Western societies. It is possible that self development

in Western societies is valued to such a great extent that

parents’ self-development socialization goals easily can

prevail over the pressure for them to push and help their

offspring to succeed academically, which tends to be less of

a cultural imperative than in Chinese societies; thus,

regardless of adolescents’ school performance, parents’

endorsement of self-development socialization goals may

foreshadow their increased autonomy support and deceased

psychological control. However, given prior work showing

Western parents reacting to their offspring’s poor school

performance with relatively less autonomy-supportive but

more controlling parenting behaviors (e.g., Grolnick et al.

2002; Pomerantz and Eaton 2001), it is likely that there also

exits a tension between parents’ concerns over their off-

spring’s self development and academic success in Western

societies. Therefore, the findings of this research that the

links from parents’ endorsement of self-development

socialization goals to their autonomy support and psycho-

logical control are moderated by adolescents’ school per-

formance may be evident in Western societies as well.

Lastly, the current research focused on self-development

socialization goals that have been theorized to foreshadow

parental autonomy support and psychological control

across cultures (see Barber and Harmon 2002; Grolnick

2003). Yet, to comprehensively understand antecedents of

Chinese parents’ autonomy-supportive and psychologically

controlling parenting behaviors with their adolescent off-

spring, it is important to also examine socialization goals

which are indigenous to Chinese culture. For example, it

may be the case that when parents endeavor to cultivate

filial piety in their adolescent offspring, which entails
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excelling at school to honor one’s family (see Chao 2000),

they are particularly likely to be concerned about their

offspring’s academic success, and thus react to their off-

spring’s poor school performance with dampened auton-

omy support and heightened control. Future studies

simultaneously investigating parents’ endorsements of

diverse socialization goals will contribute to a better

understanding of how parental socialization in contempo-

rary China is shaped by Chinese culture that is multifaceted

and undergoes continuity as well as changes.

Conclusion

This research took a fruitful first step to explore anteced-

ents of Chinese parents’ autonomy support and psycho-

logical control with their adolescent offspring. The findings

show that as contemporary Chinese parents balance their

concerns over their adolescent offspring’s self development

and academic success, parents’ endorsement of self-

development socialization goals and adolescents’ school

performance interact to predict parenting behaviors. Only

when adolescents are doing well at school, does parents’

endorsement of self-development socialization goals fore-

shadow their increased autonomy support and decreased

psychological control, whereas when adolescents are doing

poorly at school, parents’ endorsement of self-development

socialization goals is unrelated to parenting behaviors,

which tend to be lacking in autonomy support but awash

with psychological control. To promote autonomy support

and prevent psychological control among Chinese parents

and eventually foster their adolescent offspring’s well-

being, not only do self-development socialization goals

need to be advocated, but also alternative parenting

behaviors other than dampened autonomy support and

heightened psychological control in reaction to adoles-

cents’ poor school performance need to be tutored.
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