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resources, they may develop parental burnout (Roskam et 
al., 2017), which manifests through four primary symp-
toms: parents feel exhausted in their parenting role, detach 
themselves emotionally from their children, do not enjoy 
being with their children anymore, lose fulfillment in par-
enting, and do not recognize themselves as the parents they 
used and want to be (Roskam et al., 2018).

Since Roskam (2017) developed the measurement of 
parental burnout, this topic has received considerable 
worldwide attention. Research has shown that parental 
burnout is associated with factors like socially prescribed 
perfectionism (Sorkkila & Aunola, 2020; Raudasoja et al., 
2022), perfectionistic concerns (Lin et al., 2021; Lin & 
Szczygieł, 2022; Song et al., 2023), being neurotic or hav-
ing a lack of emotional or stress management abilities (Le 
Vigouroux et al., 2017; Roskam et al., 2017), and avoidant 
attachment (Mikolajczak et al., 2018a). Moreover, inter-
actional factors like a lack of emotional or practical sup-
port from a co-parent (Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., 2019) and 
having children with special needs (Norberg et al., 2014) 

Introduction

With steady worldwide economic and societal develop-
ment, people are becoming increasingly focused on parent-
ing quality and the development of children. This demands 
new requirements from parents and increases the difficulties 
and challenges they face (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2020). 
When parents face chronic parenting stress without enough 
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Abstract
Parents may develop burnout when they chronically lack the resources to handle parenting stressors. Although the rela-
tionship between parental burnout and child-related variables has been explored, its impact on adolescents’ development 
remains unknown. This study investigates the effect of mothers’ parental burnout on social adaptation and security in 
adolescents, and the mediating roles of mothers’ parenting styles. Questionnaires were distributed to adolescents and their 
mothers at three time points with an interval of six weeks. In the first survey, 916 mothers completed a parental burnout 
assessment. In the second, 1054 adolescents completed maternal rejection and maternal autonomy support scales, and a 
Harsh Parenting assessment. In the third, 1053 adolescents completed Children and Adolescent Social Adaptation and 
Security Questionnaires. In total, 411 paired data points were matched (mothers’ age: M = 42.1, SD = 4.65; adolescents’ 
age: M = 13.1, SD = 0.52). The results of bootstrapping indicated the following: (1) Mothers’ parental burnout negatively 
predicted adolescents’ social adaptation and security. (2) Mothers’ parenting styles of rejection, harsh parenting, and 
autonomy support mediated the relationship between parental burnout and social adaptation and security. These findings 
confirmed the importance of mothers’ influence on adolescents’ parenting activities. Therefore, the enrichment of parenting 
resources and a decrease in the use of negative parenting styles may promote the healthy psychological development of 
the children of mothers facing parental burnout.
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could also cause parental burnout. However, relatively less 
attention has been paid to the consequences of parental 
burnout, with few studies highlighting the seriousness of 
the consequences of parental burnout. For instance, a prior 
study found that parental burnout can lead to job burnout 
(Wang et al., 2022a), depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, 
and even to the parent escaping their duties (Mikolajczak 
et al., 2019). Beyond the parents, it also has consequences 
for the couple’s relationship, notably by increasing conflicts 
(Blanchard et al., 2020).

Based on parenting objectives, the parenting activities 
of burned-out parents will eventually affect the health and 
growth of their children. Prior studies showed that paren-
tal burnout may result in neglectful and violent behavior 
toward one’s children (Mikolajczak et al., 2018b). In addi-
tion, a study found that parental burnout can impact young 
children by drastically reducing self-control, which could 
result in problematic behaviors in the future (Wang et al., 
2022b). However, only a few studies have directly exam-
ined the effects of parental burnout on adolescents’ develop-
ment (e.g., Chen et al., 2021). As adolescents represent the 
main force of the future development of any country, their 
mental health should be one of the most urgent directions of 
parental burnout research. Thus, this study focuses on the 
effects of parental burnout on adolescents’ mental health.

Although prior studies explored the impact of parental 
burnout on adolescents, these focused on a single indica-
tor of adolescent mental health, failing to provide a com-
prehensive understanding of the impact of parental burnout 
on adolescents. For example, areas of focus have included 
adolescents’ phubbing (Zhang et al., 2023), depression, and 
anxiety (Yang et al., 2021). Based on previous research (An 
et al., 2004; Nie et al., 2008), this study focuses on adoles-
cents’ social adaptation and security as outcome variables. 
In this study, social adaptation is viewed as an extrinsic per-
formance indicator and security as an intrinsic perception of 
adolescents’ psychological development indicators. These 
may provide a comprehensive and accurate exploration 
of the negative effects of parental burnout on adolescents. 
Furthermore, parenting style was selected as a mediating 
variable for the purposes of this study. A prior study associ-
ated parental burnout with specific types of parenting styles 
(Mikkonen et al., 2022). Following the parenting process 
model (Belsky, 1984), parental burnout as a negative paren-
tal experience may prompt parents to adopt more negative 
parenting styles and less positive ones, which might nega-
tively affect their children. Therefore, parental burnout 
may result in parenting behavior changes (Mikkonen et al., 
2022), which could affect adolescents’ healthy development 
(Yang et al., 2021; Chen et al., 2021).

In China, parents are influenced by the traditional family 
division model that purports that “men work outside while 

women do the housework at home”. As such, mothers tend 
to be more involved in daily childcare than fathers (Yu & 
Wang, 2019; Shu et al., 2016). Therefore, as their primary 
caregivers, mothers generally have a stronger influence on 
adolescents (Renk et al., 2003). Furthermore, a study dem-
onstrated that mothers exhibited higher levels of parental 
burnout (Wang et al., 2022a, 2022b). Similarly, another 
study indicated that mothers experience more parenting 
stress than fathers, which renders them more prone to paren-
tal burnout (Meeussen & Laar, 2018). Therefore, this study 
focuses on a sample of mothers.

Specifically, the focus of this study is on the effects of 
mothers’ parental burnout on adolescents’ social adaptation 
and security, including the mediation effects of mothers’ 
positive and negative parenting styles in terms of rejection, 
harsh parenting, and autonomy support.

Parental burnout and adolescents’ social adaptation 
and security

Adolescence is a critical period in the lives of all human 
beings. It marks the transition from childhood to adult-
hood, during which significant physical and psychological 
changes occur in the body (Das et al., 2016). Social adap-
tation is the main goal of adolescent socialization and an 
important indicator of their development (Nie et al., 2008). 
Regarding socialization, the family plays an essential role in 
the development of individual social adaptation, as it is the 
place where most socialization occurs. However, because 
burned-out parents can only provide basic security to their 
children, they may be unable to provide their children with 
enough love and attention (Roskam et al., 2018), thereby 
hampering these children’s emotional growth. Moreover, 
burned-out parents tend to ignore children’s needs, leaving 
them without guidance on how to appropriately deal with 
problems. Consequently, these children, when approach-
ing adolescence, cannot satisfy their psychological needs, 
resulting in more negative emotions and lower levels of 
social adaptation (Nie et al., 2008; Mcdowell & Parke, 
2010).

Security is the anticipation of possible dangers or risks 
and the individual’s sense of power/powerlessness in deal-
ing with them, which is expressed through a sense of cer-
tainty and control (An et al., 2004). One study indicated 
that parent–child conflict and interparental conflict are the 
main factors affecting adolescents’ security (Allen et al., 
2003; Huang et al., 2017). Conflicts between family mem-
bers could disrupt the family structure and stability, making 
individuals more sensitive to security and exposing them to 
a fear of uncertainty. Furthermore, burned-out parents may 
experience more conflict and estrangement between partners 
(Mikolajczak et al., 2018b). When adolescents chronically 
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live in an environment that lacks comfort and intimacy over 
time, the insecurities and tensions that develop in the family 
may affect their interpersonal interactions and consequently, 
their life, resulting in reduced security. Therefore, this study 
explored the negative effects of parental burnout on the psy-
chological development of adolescents using social adapta-
tion as an extrinsic behavior indicator and security as an 
intrinsic perception of their psychological development. 
Thus, for this study, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H1a  Parental burnout is negatively related with adoles-
cents’ social adaptation.

H1b  Parenting burnout is negatively related with adoles-
cents’ security.

Parenting styles and adolescents’ social adaptation 
and security

Across parent–adolescent interaction settings, it has been 
noted that parenting style has an effect on adolescents’ 
behavior and outcomes (Darling & Steinberg, 1993), which 
is expressed through externalizing performance (e.g., social 
adaptation) and internalizing psychological states (e.g., 
security). First, it has been found that adolescents’ social 
adaptation varies according to parenting styles. For instance, 
a study authoritative parenting with children’s social adap-
tation, whereas authoritarian and permissive parenting were 
negatively associated with children’s social adaptation 
(Zhang et al., 2021).

Second, it has been found that parenting styles are 
strongly associated with adolescents’ security. For instance, 
research revealed that negative parenting styles affect the 
parent–child relationships, which may further affect chil-
dren’s security (Li et al., 2022). Furthermore, existing 
research reported that parental love can make children feel 
a sense of security and reduce loneliness (Gunarsa, 2008). 
Many prior studies explored the impact of parenting on ado-
lescents’ psychological conditions, investigating both the 
positive (e.g., autonomy support) and negative (e.g., rejec-
tion, harsh parenting) aspects of parenting styles (Bernier 
et al., 2010; Chang et al., 2003; Zou et al., 2021). However, 
the influence of parenting style on adolescent development 
could be investigated more comprehensively by simultane-
ously focusing on both negative and positive aspects. There-
fore, the current study used harsh parenting and rejection 
as indicators of negative parenting styles, and autonomy 
support as indicators of positive parenting styles to assess 
the effects of these different styles on adolescents’ mental 
health. Thus, the following two hypotheses are proposed:

H2a  Harsh parenting and rejection are negatively related to 
social adaptation, whereas autonomy support is positively 
related to it.

H2b  Harsh parenting and rejection are negatively related to 
security, whereas autonomy support is positively related to 
security.

Mediation effects of parenting styles

As the parenting process model (Belsky, 1984) posits, 
parenting styles are influenced by parental experience. 
Specifically, parents with positive parental experiences 
may consider themselves good parents and adopt positive 
parenting styles such as autonomy support and emotional 
warmth (e.g., Jones & Prinz, 2005). However, when they 
feel bound by their parenting role, they may adopt negative 
parenting styles such as excessive rejection, harsh punish-
ment, or even violence (e.g., Shea & Coyne, 2011). Parental 
burnout as a negative parental experience may increase par-
ent–child conflict or couple conflict and disrupt the family 
environment (Mikolajczak et al., 2018b), which will likely 
prompt parents to adopt more negative parenting styles and 
less positive ones.

Furthermore, as one of the most fundamental family 
environment factors affecting adolescents’ development, 
parenting style plays an essential role in their developmen-
tal process. This, in turn, affects adolescents’ social adapta-
tion and security (Gunarsa, 2008; Li et al., 2022; Zhang et 
al., 2021). Thus, this study investigates the mediating role of 
different parenting styles in the relationship between paren-
tal burnout and adolescents’ social adaptation and security. 
To this end, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H3a  The relationship between parental burnout and social 
adaptation is mediated by parenting styles.

H3b  The relationship between parental burnout and secu-
rity is mediated by parenting styles.

The framework of this study is shown in Fig. 1.

Methods

Participants

The participants in this study were 411 pairs of middle school 
students and their mothers in Henan Province, China. The 
average age of the mothers was 42.1 years (SD = 4.65) and 
that of the adolescents was 13.1 years (SD = 0.52). There 
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points were matched. The attrition rate was 55.1% from the 
first to third round. The main reasons for sample attrition 
were the presence of missing data and inconsistent coding 
across the three rounds.

All participants provided their written informed consent. 
They were informed that the purpose of the survey was to 
determine family relationships, and that participation was 
voluntary. Furthermore, they were assured that there were 
no repercussions if they did not participate in the survey. 
The participants were also informed that they could stop 
responding at any time. Finally, this study was approved 
by the research ethics committee of the authors’ academic 
institution.

Measures

Parental burnout

Parental burnout was assessed using the Chinese version 
of the Parental Burnout Assessment (Wang et al., 2021). It 
comprises seven items, and each item is rated on a seven-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely inconsistent) 
to 7 (completely consistent), with a higher score represent-
ing higher burnout. [An example item is: “I feel as though I 
have lost my direction as a mom.”] In this study, the Cron-
bach’s α was 0.89.

Rejection

Rejection was assessed using the rejection subscale of the 
Chinese version of the short-form Egna Minnen av Barn-
doms Uppfostran (Arrindell et al., 1983; Jiang et al., 2010). 
It comprises six items, with each item rated on a four-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (never occurred) to 4 (always 
so). A higher score on this dimension indicates greater per-
ceived maternal rejection in adolescents’ lives. [An example 
item is: “It happened that my mother punished me even for 
small offences.”] In this study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.88.

were 204 girls (49.6%) and 207 boys (50.4%). We applied 
G*power to calculate the minimum sample size required 
for the hypothesized model. The effect size f2 was set at 
0.15, the significance level (α) at 0.05, power at 0.95, and 
the number of total predictors at 4. The results showed that 
129 samples were required to validate the hypotheses of this 
study, confirming that the 411 samples included in our study 
were adequate for the analysis.

Procedure

This study used multi-data sources and multi-time points to 
control for common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003; 
Siemsen et al., 2010). Based on operational definitions of 
the variables and screening of the questionnaires with good 
reliability and validity, the measurement of parental burnout 
was more frequently reported by parents (e.g., Wang et al., 
2023), while information on parenting styles (e.g., Liu & 
Wang, 2021), adolescents’ social adaptation (e.g., Yin et al., 
2021) and security (e.g., Shao et al., 2021) were more fre-
quently reported by adolescents. Therefore, the participants 
were asked to complete three surveys with a six-week time 
lag between each measurement point in this study. In the 
first survey, a quick response (QR) code was sent to middle 
school teachers, which was linked to a questionnaire. The 
teachers then sent the QR link to the students’ mothers so 
that they could fill it out. The second and third surveys were 
completed by students in the classroom.

Adolescents and their mothers were asked to provide the 
last four digits of their mothers’ phone numbers, which were 
used to match the three rounds of questionnaire data. In the 
first round of data collection, 916 mothers completed the 
Parental Burnout Assessment. In the second round, 1054 
adolescents completed the Maternal Rejection Scale, Mater-
nal Autonomy Support Scale, and Harsh Parenting Assess-
ment. In the third round, 1053 adolescents completed the 
Children and Adolescent Social Adaptation Questionnaire 
and the Security Questionnaire. In total, 411 paired data 

Fig. 1  The framework of the 
present study
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Demographic variables

For the study, the mothers were asked to provide demo-
graphic information including their age, monthly income 
level, education level, and number of children. Adolescents 
were asked to provide information regarding their age and 
sex.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics for Win-
dows, version 26.0. (IBM Corp, Armonk, NY, USA) with 
the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013), as well as AMOS 24.0. 
First, the common method bias was examined, and an analy-
sis of missing data and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
were conducted. Second, the descriptive statistics and a 
correlation matrix were calculated. Third, the hypothesized 
mediation model was examined using PROCESS 4.0.

Results

Analysis of missing data

Since some participants did not complete all three surveys, 
Welch’s t-test was conducted to examine whether the miss-
ing data could bias our results by comparing participants 
who completed the questionnaires with those who dropped 
out. The results showed no significant differences between 
mothers’ education level (t = 1.74, df = 899.37, p = .08), 
monthly income level (t = − 1.21, df = 881.26, p = .23), and 
number of children (t = − .26, df = 904.30, p = .80). These 
results suggest that removing incomplete questionnaires 
would likely not bias the results.

Common method bias

Since all measures were evaluated using the same source, 
common method bias (i.e., variance attributable to the mea-
surement method rather than the constructs of the measures) 
might have influenced the overall results of this study. 
Therefore, before testing the hypotheses, common method 
variance was examined using the unmeasured latent method 
factor (Podsakoff et al., 2003). A measurement model was 
constructed, and each item was loaded on its respective 
construct (i.e., parental burnout, rejection, harsh parent-
ing, autonomy support, social adaptation, and security). 
Furthermore, the common method variance factor was cre-
ated and allowed to load on all items, and these paths were 
constrained to be equal. The latent factors were not allowed 
to correlate with other factors. The variance explained by 
the latent method factor was 5.7%, which is lower than the 

Harsh parenting

Harsh parenting was assessed using the Chinese version of 
the HS assessment of harsh parenting (Simons et al., 1991; 
Wang, 2017). It comprises four items, and each item is rated 
on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never like that) 
to 5 (always like that). A higher score on this dimension 
indicates greater perceived harsh parenting in adolescents’ 
lives. [An example item is: “When I did something wrong or 
made my mother angry, she lost her temper or even yelled at 
me.”] In this study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.86.

Autonomy support

Autonomy support was assessed using the Chinese ver-
sion of the Parental Autonomy Support Scale (McPartland 
& Epstein, 1977; Robbins, 1994; Steinberg et al., 1992; 
Wang et al., 2007), which comprises 12 items measured in 
2 dimensions: choice-making and opinion exchange. Each 
item is rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not 
at all true) to 5 (very true). A higher score on this dimension 
indicates greater perceived maternal autonomy support in 
adolescents’ lives. [An example item is: “My mother allows 
me to make choices whenever possible.”] In this study, the 
Cronbach’s α was 0.90.

Social adaptation

Social adaptation was assessed using the Children and Ado-
lescent Social Adaptation Questionnaire (Miao et al., 2021), 
which comprises 32 items measured in 4 dimensions: inter-
personal harmony, environmental identity, independent life, 
and learning autonomy. Each item was rated on a five-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true), 
with a higher score representing higher social adaptation. 
[An example item is: “I always finish my studies on time.”] 
In this study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.94.

Security

Security was assessed with the Security Questionnaire 
(Cong & An, 2004), which comprises 16 items measured on 
2 dimensions: interpersonal security and certainty in con-
trol. Each item was rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true), with a higher score 
representing higher security. [An example item is: “I always 
worry about bad things happening.”] In this study, the Cron-
bach’s α was 0.94.
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Furthermore, discriminant validity was examined. Dis-
criminant validity is confirmed when the square root of the 
AVE is greater than the correlation coefficients between the 
constructs (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 2019). As 
Table 2 shows, discriminant validity is confirmed in this 
study.

Reliability was examined using composite reliability 
(CR). Reliability is considered accepted when the CR value 
exceeds 0.7 (Mueller & Hancock, 2018; Hair et al., 2019). 
As Table 2 indicates, the data collected in this study exhib-
ited good CR.

Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics and Pearson’s cor-
relations for all the variables. Mothers’ parental burnout 
was correlated with rejection (r = .16, p < .01), harsh parent-
ing (r = .25, p < .01), autonomy support (r = − .13, p < .01), 
adolescents’ social adaptation (r = − .10, p < .1), and ado-
lescents’ security (r = − .13, p <.01). Moreover, mothers’ 
rejection was correlated with adolescents’ social adapta-
tion (r = − .25, p <.01) and security (r = − .39, p < .01), and 
their harsh parenting with adolescents’ social adaptation 
(r = − .30, p < .01) and security (r = − .33, p < .01). Finally, 
mothers’ autonomy support was also correlated with ado-
lescents’ social adaptation (r = .42, p < .01) and security 
(r = .46, p < .01).

Hypotheses testing

All hypotheses were tested using the conditional process 
analysis program PROCESS, which computes ordinary 
least squares regressions to test for direct and indirect 
effects (Hayes, 2013). We employed PROCESS Model 4 to 
estimate the regression coefficients and follow-up bootstrap 
analyses with 5000 bootstrap samples to estimate the 95% 
bias-corrected confidence intervals for specific and total 
indirect effects. The results are presented in Figs. 2, 3, 4, 
5 and 6.

Mothers’ parental burnout was found to be positively 
related to mothers’ rejection (β = 0.16, p < .01), and mothers’ 

median of 25% reported in a previous study (Williams et 
al., 1989). Therefore, it was confirmed that common method 
bias did not impact the results.

Reliability and validity analysis

A CFA is performed to investigate construct validity, con-
vergent validity, discrimination validity, and combination 
reliability (Mueller & Hancock, 2018). Due to the large 
number of items and small sample size, the items were par-
celed with an item-to-construct balance method to reduce 
parameter bias (Alhija & Wisenbaker, 2006).

In this study, a CFA was performed to assess construct 
validity using Amos 24.0 to demonstrate the fitness of the 
proposed six-factor model. Table 1 shows that the CFA indi-
cators were good: χ2/df = 2.006, CFI = 0.977, TLI = 0.970, 
SRMR = 0.036, RMSEA = 0.050. Factor loading shows the 
correlation between the factor and variable (Mueller & Han-
cock, 2018). Furthermore, construct validity was examined 
by checking the factor loadings on variables. The loadings 
of all items were good at above 0.50. In this study, the item 
loadings ranged from 0.63 to 0.93, suggesting satisfactory 
construct validity.

Convergent validity was examined using the average 
variance extracted (AVE), where an AVE value of at least 
0.50 is considered acceptable (Mueller & Hancock, 2018; 
Hair et al., 2019). As Table 2 shows, the data collected had 
good convergent validity.

Table 1  Fitness results for all models
Model χ2/df CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA
PB, MR, MHP, MAS, 
ASA, AS

2.006 0.997 0.970 0.036 0.050

PB, MR, MHP, MAS, 
ASA + AS

3.014 0.953 0.940 0.125 0.070

PB, MR + MHP + MAS, 
ASA, AS

5.521 0.892 0.865 0.221 0.105

PB + MR + MHP + MAS, 
ASA, AS

5.597 0.887 0.863 0.226 0.106

PB parental burnout, MR mothers’ rejection, MHP mothers’ harsh 
parenting, MAS mothers’ autonomy support, ASA adolescents’ social 
adaptation, AS adolescents’ security

Table 2  Descriptive statistics, correlations, reliability, and convergent and discriminant validity between study variables
CR AVE M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6

1 Mothers’ parental burnout 0.85 0.66 1.66 (0.89) 0.81
2 Mothers’ rejection 0.87 0.70 1.50 (0.62) 0.16** 0.84
3 Mothers’ harsh parenting 0.86 0.68 1.96 (0.93) 0.25** 0.69** 0.82
4 Mothers’ autonomy support 0.87 0.70 3.51 (0.78) − 0.13** − 0.58** − 0.55** 0.84
5 Adolescents’ social adaptation 0.93 0.83 3.95 (0.56) − 0.10+ − 0.25** − 0.30** 0.42** 0.91
6 Adolescents’ security 0.91 0.77 3.42 (0.90) − 0.13** − 0.39** − 0.33** 0.46** 0.52** 0.88
Figures in bold are the square roots of the AVE for discriminant validity
CR composite reliability, AVE average variance extracted
+p < .1, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Fig. 6  Standardized path coef-
ficients for effects of mothers’ 
parental burnout on children’s 
security (with mothers’ harsh 
parenting as mediated variable)

 

Fig. 5   Standardized path coef-
ficients for effects of mothers’ 
parental burnout on children’s 
social adaptation (with mothers’ 
autonomy support as mediated 
variable)

 

Fig. 4  Standardized path coef-
ficients for effects of mothers’ 
parental burnout on children’s 
security (with mothers’ rejection 
as mediated variable)

 

Fig. 3  Standardized path coef-
ficients for effects of mothers’ 
parental burnout on children’s 
security (with mothers’ autonomy 
support as mediated variable)

 

Fig. 2  Standardized path coef-
ficients for effects of mothers’ 
parental burnout on children’s 
social adaptation (with mothers’ 
rejection as mediated variable)
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connectedness and further harm the development of social 
adaptation in adolescents (Lee et al., 2001). These results 
are aligned with those of previous research showing that 
mothers’ parental burnout had predictive effects on chil-
dren’s internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors 
(Chen et al., 2021).

Second, in general, children receive adequate, consis-
tent, and coherent love from their parents. They experience 
security, extended trust in others, self-respect, a sense of 
certainty, and control over reality or the future, which are 
provided to them by their parents (Erikson, 1950). However, 
burned-out parents no longer enjoy being with their children 
and lose parental fulfillment to the point that they are unable 
to devote the same love and attention as they once did (Ros-
kam et al., 2017). Furthermore, parental burnout is associ-
ated with higher marital conflicts (Mikolajczak et al., 2019) 
and may destabilize the family environment. These negative 
changes lead adolescents to lose a sense of certainty over 
reality and belonging to the family, which results in their 
feeling a lack of security (Allen et al., 2003; Huang et al., 
2017). Therefore, mothers’ parental burnout was found to 
predict adolescents’ security over time.

This study found that parenting style had predictive 
effects on adolescents’ social adaptation and security. 
According to Darling and Steinberg (1993), parenting styles 
are perceivable attitudes of parents toward the child that cre-
ate an emotional climate in which the parents’ behavior is 
expressed. It has been shown that adolescents may display 
higher levels of social adaptation when parents use positive 
parenting styles such as warmth and encouragement. Nev-
ertheless, when parents use negative parenting styles such 
as harsh parenting, adolescents may display lower levels of 
social adaptation (Schoeps et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2021). 
This is consistent with the findings of the current study, 
which found that maternal autonomy support positively pre-
dicted adolescent social adaptation and maternal rejection, 
whereas harsh parenting negatively predicted it. This study 
also identified a direct predictive effect of maternal parent-
ing style on adolescent security. This is aligned with the 
results of previous research on parenting styles and adoles-
cent security (Gunarsa, 2008; Li et al., 2022). For instance, 
mothers’ positive parenting styles such as being supportive 
and engaged may positively predict children’s security, 
while their negative parenting styles including hostility and 
threats may negatively predict it (Li et al., 2022).

In addition, this study identified the mediating role of 
parenting style. According to Belsky’s (1984) process 
model, the stress created by a parent’s environment, as well 
as the support it provides, affects their parental experience, 
and thus, their parenting. Parental burnout is the result of 
chronic and overwhelming stress (Roskam et al., 2017), 
which can reflect the negative parental experience of the 

rejection was negatively related to adolescents’ social adap-
tation (β= − 0.24, p < .001). The indirect effect of rejection 
was significant (indirect effect = − 0.024, SE = 0.01, 95%CI 
[− 0.05, − 0.01]). In addition, mothers’ rejection was nega-
tively related to adolescents’ security (β= − 0.38, p < .01). 
The indirect effect was significant (indirect effect = − 0.06, 
SE = 0.03, 95%CI [− 0.12, − 0.02]).

Mothers’ parental burnout was positively related to 
mothers’ harsh parenting (β = 0.25, p < .001), and their 
harsh parenting was negatively related to adolescents’ social 
adaptation (β = − .29, p < .001). The indirect effect of rejec-
tion was significant (indirect effect = − .05, SE = .01, 95%CI 
[− .07, − .02]). Furthermore, mothers’ rejection was nega-
tively related to adolescents’ security (β= − .32, p < .001). 
The indirect effect was significant (indirect effect = − .08, 
SE = .03, 95%CI [− .14, − .04]).

Mothers’ parental burnout was negatively related to 
mothers’ autonomy support (β= − .13, p < .01), and moth-
ers’ autonomy support was positively related to adolescents’ 
social adaptation (β = .43, p < .001). The indirect effect of 
autonomy support was found to be significant (indirect 
effect = − .03, SE = .01, 95%CI [− .06, − 0.01]). In addition, 
mothers’ autonomy support was positively related to adoles-
cents’ security (β = .46, p < .001). Finally, the indirect effect 
was found to be significant (indirect effect = − .06, SE = .03, 
95%CI [− .11, − 0.02]).

Discussion

This study examined the association between mothers’ 
parental burnout with adolescents’ social adaptation and 
security through the mediating effects of parenting styles. 
The sample included adolescents and their mothers. In gen-
eral, our results support all our hypotheses.

Parental burnout negatively affects adolescents’ social 
adaptation and security. First, studies have shown that ado-
lescents’ level of social adaptation increases with an increase 
in their connectedness to social relationships, and parent–
child connectedness is the most significant part thereof 
(Lee & Robbins, 1995). However, exhausted parents detach 
themselves emotionally and ignore their children’s emo-
tional demands to protect themselves from further burnout 
(Roskam et al., 2017). This may decrease social connect-
edness with adolescents, worsen the development of par-
ent–child relationships, and result in a lower level of social 
adaptation and an increase in social adaptation problems 
among adolescents (Lee et al., 2001). Therefore, the direct 
impact of mothers’ parental burnout on adolescents’ social 
adaptation showed that mothers who are burned out may 
distance themselves from adolescents (Roskam et al., 2017; 
Mikolajczak et al., 2019). This may reduce parent–child 
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Second, as our data were collected at three different time 
points using a time-lagged design, it was impossible to col-
lect data on all variables at each time point, which resulted 
in ineffective control of the variables. With this in mind, 
future studies should adopt other approaches to address 
these limitations and extend the existing body of research 
on parental burnout.

Third, in this study, the attrition rate is relatively high for 
two reasons. First, we adopted both online and offline meth-
ods of data collection, which may result in ineffectively con-
trolled participation. However, to improve the quality of the 
questionnaire, adolescents and their mothers were asked to 
provide the last four digits of their mothers’ phone numbers, 
which resulted in some questionnaires being mismatched. 
Therefore, future studies should adopt better data collection 
methods to reduce the attrition rate.

Conclusions

This study makes significant contributions by elucidating 
the associations between parental burnout, parenting style, 
and adolescents’ social adaptation and security. The results 
showed that mothers’ parental burnout indirectly affected 
adolescents’ social adaptation and security through differ-
ent parenting styles. Mothers should thus be aware of their 
crucial role in supporting and protecting their children’s 
development while being mindful that their parental burn-
out can be disruptive in the pathway of adolescent develop-
ment. Thus, steps should be taken by family members and 
other social acquaintances to alleviate any stress faced by 
mothers.
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parent, which according to Belsky’s model (1984), may 
directly impact parenting. Therefore, parents with burnout 
more frequently use negative parenting styles such as rejec-
tion and harsh parenting, and less frequently use positive 
parenting styles like autonomy support. This result is sup-
ported by another study (Mikkonen et al., 2022). Further-
more, in parent–child interactions, mothers’ parenting styles 
influence their children through their behaviors (Darling & 
Steinberg, 1993). As mentioned, parenting styles have pre-
dictive effects on adolescents’ social adaptation and security 
(Zhang et al., 2021; Schoeps et al., 2020; Li et al., 2022). 
Thus, mothers’ parental burnout may indirectly affect ado-
lescents’ social adaptation and security through their differ-
ent parenting styles.

Theoretical and practical implications

First, this study found that parental burnout may directly 
affect parenting styles, which supports the parenting process 
model (Belsky, 1984). Parenting styles are influenced by 
parental experiences: Parental burnout as a negative expe-
rience may prompt parents to adopt more negative parent-
ing styles and less positive parenting styles. Second, except 
for the existing literature that found a relationship between 
parental burnout and adolescents’ internalizing and exter-
nalizing problems (Chen et al., 2021), the present findings 
provide the first empirical evidence that mothers’ paren-
tal burnout is related to adolescents’ social adaptation and 
security, which enriches the field of research on the conse-
quences of parental burnout.

Furthermore, mothers are considered the primary care-
givers and are responsible for providing food and shelter for 
their children (Renk et al., 2003). The results of this study 
support the essential role of mothers in child development 
(Wang et al., 2019). Therefore, in the practical management 
and prevention of parental burnout, mothers should still be 
considered the main subject.

Limitations and future directions

Although the present study enriches our understanding of 
the consequences of parental burnout, several limitations 
should be noted. First, we only explored the negative effects 
of parental burnout on adolescents’ psychological devel-
opment. In this study, social adaptation was selected as an 
extrinsic performance, and security as an intrinsic percep-
tion of psychological development. However, adolescent 
psychological development is multifaceted, and parental 
burnout may affect other aspects of it (Mikolajczak & Ros-
kam, 2020). Future studies should thus include both positive 
and negative psychological development in adolescents to 
investigate the various consequences of parental burnout.
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