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Abstract Mindfulness is defined as moment-by-moment so-
cial awareness derived from a non-judgmental, friendly, and
receptive attitude. Previous research suggested that mindful-
ness has a positive effect on parenting. The present study
examined the association between mindfulness, parent–child
relationship, and child social behavior in a Chinese sample.
Two-hundred and sixteen mothers with children of preschool
age completed a set of questionnaires on their mindfulness,
parent–child relationships, and their children’s social behav-
ior. A path analysis of their responses indicated that mindful-
ness had a significant and positive effect on the mother-child
relationship in terms of attachment, involvement, and parental
confidence and a negative effect on discipline practice and
relational frustration. Mindfulness also had a significantly
negative indirect effect on children’s emotional symptoms,
conduct problems, hyperactivity, and peer problems and a
significant and positive indirect effect on children’s prosocial
behavior. These results supported previous findings that mind-
ful parents were more involved in their children’s lives and
have a tendency to be more aware of their children’s needs.
Implications of these results are discussed.

Keywords Mindfulness . Parent–child relationship . Child’s
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Introduction

Mindfulness involves focusing one’s attention on the present
moment in a non-judgmental and accepting way (Kabat-Zinn
1994, 2003). In recent years, the internal process of mindful-
ness has been extended to inter-personal interaction such as in
the parent–child relationship (e.g., Altmaier and Maloney
2007; Bögels and Restifo 2014). Mindful parenting was de-
fined as paying attention to the present moment and express-
ing acceptance, kindness, and compassion during the parent-
ing process (Kabat-Zinn and Kabat-Zinn 1997). Fostering
mindfulness in parenting is one avenue for improving the
effectiveness of parenting interventions (Dumas 2005).
Research has shown the promising effects of mindfulness on
parent–child relationships, reduction of child problem behav-
ior, and decreased parental stress in cases of children with
development problems (e.g., van der Oord et al. 2012;
Parent et al. 2011; Singh et al. 2009). Despite the evidence
indicating that parental mindfulness can enhance children’s
positive social behavior and decrease their aggressive behav-
ior (e.g., Singh et al. 2007, 2009), research on the mechanism
underlying the effects of parental mindfulness is limited.

Researchers have proposed a mindfulness model with two
components: (1) self-regulation of attention, which refers to
non-judgmental awareness of sensations, thoughts, and feel-
ings in the present moment in the Bbeginner’s mind,^ and (2)
adoption of attitudes, which is characterized by curiosity,
openness, and acceptance toward one’s experience (Bishop
et al. 2004). To the social context of parent–child relationship,
Duncan et al. (2009) specially developed a five-dimensional
model including listening to children with full attention, emo-
tional awareness of self and child, self-regulation and less
reactive in parenting, non-judgmental acceptance of self and
child, and compassion for self and child. These models can be
used to elaborate the influences of parents’ mindfulness on
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different aspects of the parent–child relationship such as at-
tachment, relational frustration, discipline practice, involve-
ment, and parenting self-efficacy.

Regulating attention is the core aspect of mindfulness
which helps parents focus on the present moment, paying
more attention to children’s activities and needs. It can
promote secure attachment relationships and affect child’s
social interactions with others (Hertz et al. 2014). Because
an individual interacts with others according to his or her
own Binternal working model,^ which is developed with a
primary caregiver, more attention and sensitivity of par-
ents are important to build a positive internal representa-
tion of to a child (Bowlby 1982; Ainsworth 1989). What
is more, mindfulness helps parents distance themselves
from their own dysfunctional attachment styles and nega-
tive emotions. The awareness of own attachment system
helps parents to build a health attachment relationship
with their children and avoid transferring their own dys-
functional attachment styles to the next generation. This
awareness is what defines mindfulness, and it can help
individuals recognize the here-and-now experience of be-
ing together with others (Kabat-Zinn 2003).

Parents inevitably encounter challenges in the course of
parenting. Parents who experience frustration with their par-
ent–child relationship are more likely to report child emotion-
al symptoms, hyperactivity, and peer problems (Rudd et al.
1998). Research has found that mindfulness was positively
associated with parental satisfaction and negatively associated
with parental frustration (e.g., Dawe and Harnett 2007; Singh
et al. 2009). Mindful parenting was also associated with re-
ductions in parenting stress, depression, and anxiety
(Geurtzen et al. 2015). Mindful individuals can adopt a here-
and-now attitude and are less likely to ruminate on negative
experiences. Dumas (2005) found that mindful parents can
distance themselves from negative parenting experiences and
can observe and describe negative parenting experiences as
individual cases without personalizing them or blaming them-
selves (Baer and Krietemeyer 2006). They pause before
reacting to negative affection, disengage from an automatic
thought, and focus on the present moment (Bishop et al.
2004). This distance allows parents to effectively control and
regulate their own emotions and then select a rational parent-
ing practice (Duncan et al. 2009).Moreover, with high level of
mindfulness, parents can not only regulate their emotion more
effectively but they can also teach their children how to be
aware of and regulate emotion, which in turn can promote
children’s social adjustment and skills (Duncan et al. 2009).

Another important aspect of mindful parenting is the
attitude of acceptance and compassion. Self-compassion
can cultivate parents’ kindness toward themselves, and
then, the compassion is extended to their children,
resulting in greater relationship satisfaction (Bögels et al.
2010). Compassion helps parents develop a sense of

common humanity which promotes parents’ understand-
ing and love toward children (Neff 2003). Compassion for
children allows parents to choose less harsh and discipline
practice; instead, more acceptance and forgiving are given
toward the children. Parental discipline was associated
with children’s problem behavior and emotional problems
(Larzelere 2000). Shapiro and White (2014) proposed the
integration of Buddhist philosophy into child discipline.
Disagreeing with both authoritarian and permissive
parenting styles, they recommended a dialectical
Bauthoritative^ parenting style in which parents demon-
strate unconditional love for their children, support child
autonomy and competence development, and maintain ap-
propriate authority in the face of a child’s misbehavior.
Mindful parents may provide a safe and affective
environment while simultaneously maintain appropriate
boundaries and authority. In addition, Lloyd and
Hastings (2008) suggested that mindful parents are less
likely to exhibit avoidant coping behavior in response to
any child negativities related to developmental difficul-
ties. In such instances, mindful parents tend to use less
harsh discipline to their children.

As parents have a higher level of acceptance for their
children and themselves, they are more likely to partici-
pate in common activities with their children. Mindfulness
has been found to be positively associated with parental
involvement in cases where children have developmental
disabilities or learning difficulties (Singh et al. 2007,
2009). In addition, mindfulness helps parents to listen
and speak to their children with their full attention. They
are more sensitive to cues such as a child’s tone of voice,
facial expressions, and body language. All these help par-
ents recognize a child’s needs and be effectively involved
with their children (Duncan et al. 2009). Furthermore,
many previous studies supported that mindfulness is relat-
ed to different forms of self-efficacy, such as the self-
efficacy of coping, regulating emotion, and maternal par-
enting (Luberto et al. 2013; Byrne et al. 2014). A
mother’s self-efficacy is also thought to be negatively as-
sociated with psychological and physical stress and is
crucial to child development (Talge et al. 2007).

In a word, the present study examined the associa-
tions between mindfulness, parent–child interaction, and
child behavior in a Chinese sample. Specifically, it ex-
amined the connections between the mother-child rela-
tionship, maternal mindfulness, and child social adjust-
ments. The following hypotheses were tested: (i) the
quality of maternal mindfulness was positively associat-
ed with mother-child relationships, (ii) both the maternal
mindfulness and the quality of mother-child relation-
ships positively predicted child social adjustments, and
(iii) the mother-child relationship mediated the effect of
maternal mindfulness on child social adjustments.
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Method

Participants

Two-hundred and sixteen mothers participated in this study.
The majority (72 %) were between 31 and 40 years old, 14 %
were 30 or under, and a further 14 % were 41 or over. Most of
the mothers worked full time (45%), while 23%worked part-
time and 32 % were housewives. Approximately 72 % of the
study population had completed secondary school, 13 % had
completed post-secondary education, and 15 % had a univer-
sity education. Most (98 %) of the recruited mothers were
married; 35 % had one child, 57 % had two children, and
8 % had three children. Each mother had at least one child
of preschool age, i.e., between 3 and 6 years old. In the fam-
ilies with two or more children, most of the children were
either in nursery school or in the early grades of elementary
school.

Procedure

Mothers were recruited from six kindergartens using a conve-
nience sampling technique. The questionnaire was distributed
to the mothers via the kindergartens. Mothers completed the
questionnaire on a voluntary basis. The questionnaire took
approximately 15 min to complete. All of the completed ques-
tionnaires were returned to the researcher via the
kindergartens.

Measures

Parent–Child Relationship Parent–child relationship was
evaluated using the attachment and relational frustration sub-
scales of the Parenting Relationship Questionnaire (PRQ;
Kamphaus and Reynolds 2006). The PRQ, which uses a
four-point Likert scale (0 =never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = often,
and 3=almost always), is a measure designed to evaluate a
parent’s perspective on the parent–child relationship. There
are five subscales in the preschool version of the PRQ, attach-
ment, discipline practice, involvement, parenting confidence,
and relational frustration. The Battachment^ subscale mea-
sures a parent’s awareness of his or her child’s emotions and
thoughts and his or her ability to comfort to the child during
times of distress. The Bdiscipline practice^ subscale measures
the tendency of a parent to consistently apply consequences or
punishment in response to a child’s misbehavior. The
Binvolvement^ subscale assesses the extent to which the par-
ent and child participate together in a variety of common ac-
tivities. The Bparenting confidence^ subscale measures the
comfort and control of a parent when he or she is actively
involved in parenting and when making parenting decisions.
Finally, the Brelational frustration^ subscale measures the paren-
tal stress and frustration related to controlling child affect and

behavior. For each subscale, the reliability was found to be
relatively high, ranging from .82 to .87 (Rubinic and
Schwickrath 2010).

The PRQ was translated into Chinese by a panel of three
individuals fluent in both English and Chinese. The translated
items were then translated back into English by another trans-
lator who had not been involved in the previous process. This
version was compared to the original items in the PRQ to
check for original meaning and intent, and the translated ver-
sion was then finalized. Each step involved editing and revis-
ing the wording and sentence structure of the items (Geisinger
1994). The internal consistency of the items in the five sub-
scales ranged from .71 to .86 in this sample.

Mindfulness Trait mindfulness was evaluated using the
Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS; Brown and
Ryan 2003), which comprises 15 items, each of which is an
affirmation expressed as a declarative sentence. This scale
focuses on the presence or absence of attention on and aware-
ness of what is occurring in the present moment. The respon-
dents are asked to rate their level of agreement with each
statement on a six-point scale (1= almost always and 6=al-
most never). Higher scores indicate greater mindfulness. The
Chinese version of the MAAS has been shown to be a reliable
and valid tool for assessing mindfulness in a Chinese popula-
tion (e.g., Deng et al. 2012). The internal consistency of the
items in this scale was .86 in this sample.

Child Social Behavior Child social behavior was assessed
using the Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ;
Goodman 1997). The SDQ, a 25-item behavioral screening
questionnaire with five subscales, is designed to assess psy-
chological adjustment in children and adolescents across a
broad area. The subscales assess four difficulties (emotional
symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity, and peer prob-
lems) and one strength (prosocial behavior). Each behavioral
item is rated on a three-point Likert scale (0 = not true,
1= somewhat true, and 2=certainly true). The SDQ has been
widely used in different cultures, and the Chinese version has
been verified in previous studies (e.g., Du et al. 2008; Lai et al.
2010; Liu et al. 2013). The internal consistency of the sub-
scales ranged from .70 to .86 in this sample.

Data Analyses

The mean values and standard deviations for each subscale in
parent–child relationship (attachment, discipline practice, in-
volvement, parenting confidence, and relational frustration),
mindfulness, and child social behavior (emotional symptoms,
conduct problems, hyperactivity, peer problems, and prosocial
behavior) were conducted, followed by the calculation of the
inter-correlations. Relationships between all these studied var-
iables were then evaluated by path analysis (a type of
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regression analysis) using a maximum likelihood estimator.
The analysis was done with the use of the LISREL 8.51
(Jöreskog and Sörbom 2001).

Results

The mean values and standard deviations for each subscale in
each of the three measures are shown in Table 1. The inter-
correlations between the variables are listed in Table 2.
Mindfulness was positively correlated with attachment, in-
volvement, and parenting confidence. Conversely, mindful-
ness was negatively correlated with relational frustration,
emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity, and
peer problems. The sizes of the correlations were consistent
with the hypotheses. Subsequent path analyses used a regres-
sion approach to study the effect of each variable. The results
of the path analyses are shown in Fig. 1.

The results of the path analysis demonstrated the anteced-
ents and outcome relationships between the independent var-
iable (IV) and the dependent variables (DVs). The only IV
(mindfulness) exhibited a significant and positive effect on
attachment (γ= .86, p< .001), discipline practice (γ=−.36,
p< .001), involvement (γ= .68, p< .001), and parenting con-
fidence (γ= .90, p< .001) and a significant and negative effect
on relational frustration (γ=−.28, p< .001).

The path analysis also showed that attachment had a sig-
nificant and negative effect on hyperactivity but no significant
effect on emotional symptoms, conduct problems, peer prob-
lems, or prosocial behavior. Discipline practice had a signifi-
cant and negative effect on peer problems but no significant
effect on emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactiv-
ity, or prosocial behavior. Involvement had a significant and
positive effect on prosocial behavior and a significant and
negative effect on emotional symptoms and peer problems.
Conversely, involvement had no significant effect on conduct

problem or hyperactivity. Parenting confidence had no signif-
icant effect on emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hy-
peractivity, peer problems, or prosocial behavior. Relational
frustration had a significant and positive effect on conduct
problems, hyperactivity, and peer problems but no significant
effect on emotional symptoms or prosocial behavior. The di-
rect effects of mediators on dependent variables are shown in
Table 2.

Results of the path analysis suggested that mindfulness had
a significant and negative indirect effect on emotional symp-
toms, conduct problems, hyperactivity, and peer problems and
a significant and positive indirect effect on prosocial behavior.
As shown in Fig. 1, mindfulness had significant indirect ef-
fects on emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactiv-
ity, peer problems, and prosocial behavior via attachment,
discipline practice, involvement, and relational frustration.
The significant indirect effects of mindfulness (the only IV)
on the explanatory DVs demonstrated that attachment, disci-
pline practice, involvement, and relational frustration served
as mediators between mindfulness and the other explanatory
variables.

Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to test the pathways in a
model which proposes associations between parental mindful-
ness, parent–child relationship, and child social behavior. As
expected, the results indicated that maternal mindfulness had a
direct positive effect on positive child social behavior and a
negative effect on negative child social behavior. Mindfulness
also made a significant and positive contribution to parent–
child attachment, parental involvement, and parental parent-
ing confidence and had a negative effect on parental frustra-
tion and discipline practice. In addition, the parent–children

Table 1 The means, standard deviations, and inter-correlations of all the studied variables

Variables Means SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Attachment 3.30 .41 – – – – – – – – – – –

2. Discipline practice 2.89 .49 .35** – – – – – – – – – –

3. Involvement 3.11 .46 .59** .29** – – – – – – – – –

4. Parenting confidence 3.02 .43 .77** .35** .60** – – – – – – – –

5. Relational frustration 2.42 .39 −.18** .33** −.25** −.31** – – – – – – –

6. Mindfulness 4.60 .62 .34** –.11 .26** .27** −.39** – – – – – –

7. Emotional symptoms 1.33 .39 −.14* .02 −.18** −.10 .07 −.26** – – – – –

8. Conduct problems 1.69 .45 −.27** −.02 −.16** −.30** .34** −.18** .25** – – – –

9. Hyperactivity 1.91 .43 −.28** .07 −.27** −.24** .28** −.20** .36** .35** – – –

10. Peer problems 1.42 .42 −.27** −.18** −.31** −.25** .17* −.16* .36** .11 .25** – –

11. Prosocial behaviors 2.40 .44 .31** .10 .35** .34** .17* .09 −.23** −.10 −.25** −.34** –

*p< .05, **p< .01
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relationship served as the mediator between parental mindful-
ness and child social behavior.

First, our results suggested that attachment could mediate
the effect of parental mindfulness on children’s social behav-
ior. Previous research has found that securely attached adoles-
cents are more resistant to ADHD symptoms. Consequently,
securely attached adolescents exhibit more functional social
adjustment (Scharf et al. 2014). Based on our results, our
model could be extended to preschool children, as secure at-
tachment is likely to have a significant and negative effect on
child hyperactivity. During intimate relationships, individuals
with higher mindfulness may have an open and receptive at-
titude toward the other and thus will respond more construc-
tively to relationship difficulties (Ryan et al. 2007). Parents
with high levels of mindfulness may serve as adaptive attach-
ment figures for their children and nurture functional parent–

child attachment patterns. The secure parent–child attachment
can then be internalized by the child. Such securely attached
children are likely to be less prone to hyperactivity and thus
exhibit less hyperactive behavior. Moreover, findings of the
current study replicate researches, showing that mindful par-
ents are more involved with their children (Singh et al. 2007,
2009). Mindful parents have been shown to be aware of their
children’s needs and are more able to provide timely support
and care according to the children’s requirements. When com-
municating with children, mindful parents listen to and ob-
serve their children with their full attention (Duncan et al.
2009). They can effectively perceive their children’s feelings
and needs and are more emotionally involved with their chil-
dren; for example, they share their emotions with their chil-
dren. Involvement is important to the social development of
children. Our results showed that maternal mindfulness was

Table 2 Direct effects of
mediators on dependent variables
(beta—β)

Attachment Discipline
practice

Involvement Parenting
confidence

Relational
frustration

Emotional
symptoms

−.12 .09 −.18* .06 −.01

Conduct problem −.17 .06 .09 −.10 .32***

Hyperactivity −.23** .12 −.16 .04 .17**

Peer problem −.12 −.17* −.18* .07 .18**

Prosocial behavior .05 −.02 .22** .16 −.05

*p< .05, **p < .01, ***p< .001

Fig. 1 Path diagram of the
studied variables. *p < .05,
**p< .01, ***p< .001
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positively related to involvement and that the involvement of
mothers can in turn have a positive influence on children’s
social behavior.

Our results also demonstrated that mindfulness was negative-
ly related to children’s peer problems through the reduction of
discipline practice. Previous studies have found an association
between harsh discipline and child problem behavior and nega-
tive emotions (Chang et al. 2003). As mindfulness emphasizes
non-judgment, acceptance, and compassion, mindful parents will
set more effective limits on their children; compassion and love
reduce parents’ harsh discipline and its negative influence on
child behavior (Bögels and Restifo 2014; Duncan et al. 2009).
Children of inductive mothers with less assertive discipline were
more popular with their peers (Hart et al. 1992). Thus, parental
mindfulness can indirectly influence children’s peer problems
through discipline practice. Our results further suggested that
maternal mindfulness had indirect effects on children’s conduct
problems, hyperactivity, and peer problems through a reduction
in rational frustration. Mindfulness can improve an individual’s
ability to self-regulate his or her emotions (Luberto et al. 2013).
Mindful parents are less prone to ruminating on their children’s
negativities and are more resistant to relational frustration
(Kingston et al. 2007). Additionally, stressed parents who are
frustrated with their parent–child relationships tend to overesti-
mate the severity of their children’s maladaptive behavior (De
Bruyne et al. 2009). Parentsmay perceive an association between
their children’s negativities and their relational frustration
(Snyder 1992; Snyder and Klein 2005). Mindfulness helps par-
ents be more accustomed to a here-and-now attitude and help
reduce their stress and parenting frustration. At last, our result
showed that mindfulness of mother was positively related to
parenting confidence, but our result did not support themediating
effect of parenting confidence. The possible explanation is that
the dimension of parenting confidence refers more to parents’
self-evaluation and well-being but not directly contributes to
children’s social behavior when comparedwith other dimensions
of parent–child relationship.

In general, this study contributes to understanding how the
parent–child relationship mediates the effect of maternal
mindfulness on child social behavior. Although Duncan
et al. (2009) have proposed the model linking mindful parent-
ing and children’s behavior through the parent–child relation-
ship, to our knowledge, the present study is the first empirical
one to examine the relations between parental mindfulness,
parent–child relationship, and child social behavior. Our re-
sults also provided empirical evidence to future practice as
mindfulness intervention could be considered as one approach
to improve parent–child relationship and child social behavior.

Several limitations should be taken into account when eval-
uating the study. First, the sample size was relatively small.
Hence, generalization to other samples may be limited.
Further, the data were collected on a self-report basis, so ob-
jective behavior may not be accurately reflected. The study

used a cross-sectional survey design, so causal relationships
between the variables could not be really established. Further
longitudinal studies could identify the causal relationships.

Our results also have some implications for future studies.
Future research can take fathers into consideration. The par-
ticipants in most previous studies of parenting mindfulness
have been primarily mothers (e.g., Geurtzen et al. 2015;
Parent et al. 2011). However, mothers and fathers have many
different roles in the parenting process and in parent–child
relationships (Rothbaum and Weisz 1994; McBride and
Mills 1993). Additionally, children’s gender may also affect
these relationships (Fabes 1994). Future research should con-
sider the effects of gender differences in the parenting process.
Finally, our study only measured the awareness and attention
aspects of mindfulness. If mindfulness is measured in a multi-
faceted construct, different findings may emerge. In all, mind-
fulness of parents is a construct deserving further attention
from various perspectives.
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