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The present study challenges the popular notion that overly controlling or restrictive parenting is the
primary pathway to academic achievement for Chinese Americans. Although traditional Chinese values
require parents to make good choices for their children by supervising and asserting strict limits using
guǎn (safeguarding) and jiào xun (demandingness of excellence), such parental duties do not preclude the
use of autonomy support or noncoercive discipline to promote children’s academic success. In this study,
we examined the processes or mechanisms underlying the linkages between parental autonomy support,
emotion-related self-regulation, adaptive skills, and academic achievement in 92 Chinese American
adolescents (mean age ⫽ 16 years, SD ⫽ 1.4) and their first-generation immigrant parents. Study results
indicate that parental autonomy support and emotion-related self-regulation are both promotive factors in
adaptive and academic competencies. We propose that guǎn (管), or safeguarding, and jiào xun (教訓),
or demandingness of excellence, represent parental strictness-supervision, which when counterbalanced
by autonomy support, could be considered the yin and yang in parenting that promotes adolescents’
academic success without harming their social– emotional or psychological well-being.
Keywords: parenting, autonomy, emotion regulation, achievement, Chinese American

autonomy support on academic achievement through emotionrelated self-regulation and adaptive skills.

Chinese parents have often been characterized as overly strict
and controlling, and such portrayals continue to permeate the
media and stimulate public discourse as a parenting approach to
raise academically successful children. However, such views may
be outdated as studies document shifts in Chinese parenting in the
21st century as a combination of traditional Chinese and Western
ideologies and practices, including higher warmth and autonomy
support and lower power assertion (Chen & Chen, 2010; Kim,
Wang, Orozco-Lapray, Shen, & Murtuza, 2013; Way et al., 2013).
The present study continues to challenge the popular notion that
overly controlling or restrictive parenting is the primary pathway
to academic achievement for Chinese Americans by testing a
three-path mediation model to examine the influence of parental

Parenting From the Chinese Perspective: Safeguarding
and Demandingness of Excellence
In majority of the classic and contemporary parenting literatures
(e.g., Baumrind, 1967; Collins, Madsen, & Susman-Stillman,
2002; Maccoby & Martin, 1983), parenting styles could be broadly
classified by two broad dimensions of parental responsiveness and
parental demandingness or strictness. Authoritarian and authoritative parenting styles are both characterized by strictness. However,
what differentiates authoritarian from authoritative parenting is
parental responsiveness, with the former characterized by unresponsiveness and the latter characterized by responsiveness. This
difference between authoritarian and authoritative parenting is
associated with differential child outcomes, with authoritarian
parenting generally linked to negative developmental outcomes
(Eisenberg et al., 2001) and authoritative parenting generally
linked to positive developmental outcomes (Collins et al., 2002).
In regards to how parental responsiveness might be expressed in
Chinese culture, emotional restraint is valued in traditional Chinese culture, and research indicates that Chinese Americans tend to
appear less emotional and report experiencing less emotion than
other ethnic groups, such as Mexican Americans (Soto, Levenson,
& Ebling, 2005). Thus, Chinese American parents may show
responsiveness in ways that may not always involve overt emotional expressions (Eisenberg, Chang, Ma, & Huang, 2009).
Rather, the Chinese concepts of guǎn and jiào xun may signify
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how Chinese parents demonstrate responsiveness (Chao, 1994).
Guǎn(管) is a Chinese term translated as “to govern” and “to look
after” (Tobin et al., 1989), referring to the parental duty of looking
after children’s needs and safeguarding children’s well-being. Jiào
xun (教訓) is another Chinese term translated as “to train,” “to
teach” or discipline, and to guide children in the appropriate or
expected or correct behaviors (Chao, 1994), referring to the parental duty of expecting and demanding excellence from children.
Taken together, the indigenous concepts of guǎn and jiào xun
emphasize safeguarding and demandingness of excellence from
children that map on to high responsiveness and high demandingness that characterize authoritative parenting typology (Sorkhabi,
2005).
According to self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci,
2000), autonomy is a basic psychological need that must be satisfied for optimal development and functioning. Autonomy refers
to the need to make one’s own choices rather than from pressure,
external control, or internal compulsions (Ryan & Deci, 2000;
Vansteenkiste, Ryan, & Deci, 2008). Autonomy could be expressed differently across cultures (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In Chinese culture, filial piety is the first and foremost virtue calling for
children to respect and obey parents’ choices and wishes. Although
the teachings of filial piety may appear to thwart children’ autonomy, cross-cultural studies suggest that deference to parents’
choices do not violate the principle of self-determination if children internalize parents’ choices as their own. In a series of studies
conducted with Chinese children in Hong Kong, Bao and Lam
(2008) found that when children had close relationships with the
people who made choices for them, their motivation was as strong
as when they made their own choices.

Parental Control: Differentiating Structure and
Psychological Control
Traditional Chinese values require parents to make good choices
for their children by supervising and asserting some limits and
control over children using guǎn (safeguarding) and jiào xun
(demandingness of excellence). While there is general consensus
that parents need to assert limits, debate continues on the type and
amount of parental control that are optimal for children’s social–
emotional and academic competencies. Scholars and researchers
have called for a reconceptualization of parental control as consisting of multiple forms that could be classified into parental
structure and parental psychological control (Grolnick & Pomerantz, 2009).
Parental structure includes behavioral control and strictnesssupervision (e.g., monitoring of and setting limits on children’s
behavior) that is consistent with the high demandingness dimension of authoritative parenting styles and does not preclude parents
from also using psychological autonomy granting or noncoercive
democratic discipline (Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, & Darling, 1992). In contrast, parental psychological control includes
practices associated with pressure, intrusiveness, and dominance
on the child that “stifles independent expression and autonomy”
(Barber, 1996, p. 3299). A large body of research indicates that
parental psychological control is consistently linked to negative
developmental outcomes (Barber, Stolz, & Olsen, 2005; Shek,
2007; Wang, Pomerantz, & Chen, 2007). For example, overly
restrictive and coercive parenting has been found as harmful to

215

children’s development of self-regulation and school-related competence (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Steinberg, 2001). In a study on
Chinese American immigrant mothers, mothers voiced that they no
longer could rely on traditional Chinese parenting practices such as
restriction and coercion to discipline their children for the sake of
their overall development (Cheah, Leung, & Zhou, 2013).

Autonomy Support and Promotion of Volitional
Functioning (PVF)
In contrast to parental psychological control which stifles development of autonomy, parental PVF is defined as parenting that
is empathic, noncontrolling, and encouraging toward children’s
development of autonomy (Grolnick & Pomerantz, 2009; Soenens
& Vansteenkiste, 2010). Given that autonomy is a major developmental task during adolescence (Collins & Steinberg, 2006; Petegem, Beyers, Vansteenkiste, & Soenens, 2012), parental PVF may
be an aspect of parenting that may be particularly prominent for
adolescents. Autonomy can be conceptualized somewhat differently depending on theoretical perspectives. According to
separation-individuation theory (Blos, 1979), development of autonomy requires that adolescents demonstrate independence from
parents by either choice or force including pressures from parents
or society (Holmbeck & Leake, 1999). In contrast, according to
SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000), autonomy is defined as volitional or
self-endorsed functioning without pressure, external control, or
internal compulsions. Thus, autonomy support could be defined as
promotion of independence or as PVF (Soenens et al., 2007).
There are conceptual and empirical reasons to distinguish between autonomy support defined as promotion of independence
versus volitional functioning (Grolnick & Pomerantz, 2009; Petegem et al., 2012; Soenens et al., 2007). In a study by Soenens and
colleagues (2007), results from both exploratory and confirmatory
factor analyses indicated that parental promotion of independence
(of the separation-individuation perspective) and parental PVF (of
the SDT perspective) were different constructs. In addition, PVF
(but not promotion of independence) provided unique prediction of
psychosocial functioning in adolescence or early adulthood
(Soenens et al., 2007). Other studies found similar results (Petegem et al., 2012; Soenens, Vansteenkiste, & Sierens, 2009). Furthermore, Soenens et al. (2009) conducted cluster-analysis and
demonstrated that high parental PVF systematically corresponds
with low parental psychological control. Consistent with the SDT
perspective and with Soenens et al. (2009), the present study
defines autonomy support as PVF with low parental psychological
control as a proxy of high parental PVF.

Emotion-Related Self-Regulation
Emotion-related self-regulation (henceforth termed emotion
regulation for brevity) refers to voluntary and reactive “processes
used to manage and change if, when, and how (e.g., how intensely)
one experiences emotions and emotion-related motivational and
physiological states, as well as how emotions are expressed behaviorally” (Eisenberg, Hofer, & Vaughan, 2007, p. 288). The
voluntary and “top-down” aspects of emotion regulation include
capacities such as effortful control and executive functioning
(Blair & Raver, 2012; Liew, 2012; Zhou, Chen, & Main, 2012).
Effortful control is a temperament construct referring to “the
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efficiency of executive attention” and “the ability to inhibit a
dominant response and/or to activate a subdominant response, to
plan, and to detect errors” (Rothbart & Bates, 2006, p. 129), while
executive functioning is a neurocognitive construct referring to the
ability to engage in deliberate, goal-directed thought and action via
inhibitory control, attention shifting or cognitive flexibility, and
working memory processes (Garon, Bryson, & Smith, 2008;
Zelazo, Craik, & Booth, 2004). In contrast, negative emotionality
(e.g., fear, anger, and sadness) is a dimension of temperament that
is more reactive and has been found to predict negative psychosocial adjustment in children and adolescents (Laible, Carlo, Panfile, Eye, & Parker, 2010; Sallquist et al., 2009). Effortful or
executive control is linked to emotional self-control and anger
control (Eisenberg, Fabes, Nyman, Bernzweig, & Pinuelas, 1994).
Thus, emotion regulation is the combination of high levels of
voluntary aspects of self-regulation and low or modest levels of
negative emotionality.

Emotion regulation has also been found to be associated with
academic competencies and achievement (Eisenberg, Valiente, &
Eggum, 2010; Gumora & Arsenio, 2010). Studies on emotion
regulation and academic competencies and achievement continue
to grow, with majority of the existing studies focusing on early or
middle childhood (e.g., Blair & Razza, 2007; Raver, Garner, &
Smith-Donald, 2007). In one of the few studies on adolescents’
emotion regulation and academic achievement, effortful control
predicted school grades (Valiente, Lemery-Chalfant, Swanson, &
Reiser, 2008). Furthermore, Zhou, Main, and Wang (2010) found
that effortful control at first or second grade predicted social and
adaptive competencies that then predicted school grades 4 years
later in Chinese children. Similarly, we hypothesize that adaptive
skills will mediate the link between emotion regulation and
achievement in the present study.

Relation Between Parental Autonomy Support and
Emotion Regulation

We examined parenting and child factors that promote psychosocial and academic competencies in Chinese American adolescents from immigrant families. Specifically, we tested emotion
regulation and adaptive competencies as two mediating mechanisms through which parental promotion of autonomy transmits
influence on academic achievement.

Cross-cultural research in the United States and in China indicates that parental autonomy support/low parental psychological
control is often reflected in parents’ warm, supportive, and responsive behaviors that predict adolescents’ emotional well-being
(Wang et al., 2007). In regards to emotion regulation, research
indicates that empathic and encouraging parenting behaviors promote children’s development of self-regulation (Eisenberg et al.,
2005; Liew, Johnson, Smith, & Thoemmes, 2011). For example,
Eisenberg et al., (2005) found that parents’ expressions of warmth
and positive emotions predicted children’s effortful control 2 years
later. Similarly, Liew et al. (2011) found that parents’ expressions
of warmth and positive emotions with young children when children were under stress predicted children’s physiological regulation, which then predicted children’s behavioral regulation. In
contrast, the use of parenting practices associated with pressure,
intrusiveness, and dominance on the child undermines children’s
emotion regulation (Chang, Schwartz, Dodge, & McBride-Chang,
2003; Grolnick & Farkas, 2002; Wang et al., 2007).

Relation Between Emotion Regulation and Adaptive or
Academic Competencies
A relatively large body of research indicates that capacities for
emotion regulation is related to social competence (Eisenberg et
al., 2007; Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Eggum, 2010; Eisenberg, Zhou,
Liew, Champion, & Pidada, 2006), with a growing body of research indicating that emotion regulation is also related to academic competence (Gumora & Arsenio, 2010). In one of the few
longitudinal studies to distinguish effortful from reactive aspects
of emotion regulation, Spinrad et al. (2006) found that effortful
control (but not impulsivity) continued to predict, 2 years later,
social competencies such as resiliency or adaptability and popularity in middle childhood. Thus, the effortful or voluntary aspects
of emotion regulation (e.g., effortful control and executive functions) may be particularly important contributors to social and
adaptive skills (Spinrad et al., 2006). Similar patterns of findings
have been confirmed in a cross-cultural comparison between children living in China and the United States (Zhou, Lengua, &
Wang, 2009).

The Present Study

Method
Participants
Participants were 92 Chinese American adolescents (57 females,
35 males; mean age ⫽ 16 years, SD ⫽ 1.4) and their parents (67
mothers, 25 fathers) from the Houston metropolitan area. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2010), Texas has third largest, with
the Houston area having the largest (40.7%) in that state, Asian
population in the United States. The majority of adolescents (80%)
were born in the United States, with all parents being firstgeneration Chinese immigrants (96% of parents were born in
China or Taiwan). Parental education ranged from grade school to
doctoral degree (M ⫽ completion of 4-year college). Annual
family incomes ranged from less than $25,000 to more than
$100,000, with 8% of the participants reported to have family
income less than $25,000, while 38% reported family income
greater than $25,000 but less than $100,000, and 54% reported
family income greater than $100,000.

Procedures
To participate, families must self-identify as of Chinese descent,
be able to speak and read English, and have children between the
ages of 14 and 18 years old. Participants were recruited from
Chinese language schools, cultural community or religious centers,
and referrals from families that have completed the study. Data
were collected with online surveys that the parent and adolescent
completed separately, and families received a gift card for participation.

Measures
Primary study measures included parental psychological control, adolescent emotion regulation, adolescent adaptive skills, and
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adolescent academic achievement. Measures were administered to
the parent and adolescent separately using online surveys.
Parental autonomy support (low parental psychological
control). To assess parental autonomy support (i.e., PVF), parents rated on themselves and their spouses while adolescents rated
their mothers and fathers on a 5-point scale using 11 items from
the Parental Control Scale (PCS; Barber, 1996). Parents’ ratings on
their own and their spouse’s use of psychological control (Cronbach’s ␣s ⫽ .81 and .86, respectively) were correlated, r(90) ⫽
.83, p ⬍ .01, averaged to compute a composite for parent ratings
for both parents (Cronbach’s alpha ⫽ .91), while adolescents’
ratings on their mother’s and father’s use of psychological control
(Cronbach’s ␣s ⫽ .81 and .92, respectively) were correlated,
r(90) ⫽ .60, p ⬍ .01, and averaged to compute a composite for
adolescent ratings for both parents (Cronbach’s alpha ⫽ .92).
Parent and adolescent ratings were correlated, r(90) ⫽ .32, p ⬍
.01, so their ratings were averaged to compute a composite for
parental psychological control. Recall that because PVF (autonomy support) is consistently negatively correlated with psychological control, low parental psychological control indexed parental
PVF. Thus, the composite for parental psychological control was
reversed by multiplying by ⫺1 to compute a composite for parental PVF.
Adolescent emotion-related self-regulation and adaptive
skills. Parents rated adolescents’ emotion regulation and adaptive skills on a 4-point scale using indices from the adolescent
version of the Behavior Assessment System for Children-2
(BASC-2; Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004). Split-half estimates
range from .90 to .96, test–retest estimates range from .80 to .91,
and interrater estimates range from .71 to .83 (Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004). The emotional self-control, executive functioning,
negative emotionality, and anger control T scores were used as
indices of emotion regulation in the present study. Because higher
scores indicate greater symptomology or clinical problems, scores
were reversed by multiplying by ⫺1 to reflect optimal functioning
in those areas. The adaptive skills index consists of 5 scales
(adaptability, social skills, leadership, study skills, and functional
communication), and composite T score for adaptive skills was
used in the present study.
Adolescent academic achievement. Adolescents reported on
their school grades from their most recent report card in the school
subjects of English, math, science, and social studies which are
state standard core academic subject areas in middle and high

schools. Grades were assigned numerical values (ranging from
11 ⫽ A⫹; 1 ⫽ F), and were averaged across school subjects to
compute an average grade as an index for academic achievement.

Analyses
Prior to testing the mediation model, a measurement model for
the latent construct of emotion regulation was tested. Models were
analyzed by using Mplus version 6.11 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998 –
2010) with full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation, which allowed for a model estimation with the full sample.
For the hypothesized mediation model, the targeted mediation
effects are displayed as three bolded arrows (␣, ␤, and ␥) in Figure
1. The two simple mediation effects (i.e., ␣␤ and ␤␥) were
examined using the “Indirect” routine in Mplus which adopted
Sobel’s (1982) method. To test the total (three-path) mediation
effect (i.e., ␣␤␥), we used the bootstrap method (Bollen & Stine,
1990), which has been recommended for more complex mediation
effect with three or more mediation paths (Taylor, MacKinnon, &
Tein, 2008). Following Cheung’s (2007) procedure, we examined
the overall three-path mediation effects (i.e., ␣␤␥) by creating the
corresponding phantom variable which is a latent variable with
zero variance created to estimate the targeted mediation effect.
When the variance of a variable equals zero, it implies that such
variable has no contribution to the model fit, the implied covariance matrix, and the parameter estimates (Raykov & Shrout,
2002). When employing the boostrap strategy using phantom
variables, a mediating relationship could be confirmed if the confidence interval did not include zero (i.e., null hypothesis of no
mediation was rejected).

Results
Analyses were conducted on data from a total of 92 parent–
adolescent dyads. Descriptive statistics were conducted, followed
by testing of a measurement model for the latent factor of emotion
regulation and the three-path mediation model.

Descriptive Statistics
Adolescent age was unrelated to major variables, and no differences across the 3 family annual income levels were found on
major variables, Wilks’s F(14, 166) ⫽ 1.52, ns. However, gender
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differences were found, Wilks’s F(7, 84) ⫽ 2.50, p ⬍ .05, with
univariate results, F(1, 90) ⫽ 4.87, p ⬍ .05, indicating that females
were higher than males on adaptive skills (Ms ⫽ 51.90 and 48.49,
SDs ⫽ 6.96 and 7.57, respectively). Descriptive statistics and
correlations are presented in Table 1. All variables were associated
with one another in the hypothesized directions, except for academic achievement, which was associated only with adaptive skills
(Table 1).

parents endorsed higher levels of promotion of autonomy were
more likely to be higher on emotion regulation. Second, adolescents who were higher on emotion regulation were likely to be
higher on adaptive skills. Third, the significant path from adaptive
skills to academic achievement (␥ˆ ⫽ .21, p ⬍ .05) indicated that
adolescents who were higher on adaptive skills were likely to be
higher academic achievement.
We also examined all the mediated effects in the hypothesized
ˆ and ␤␥
ˆ,
model. Both the simple mediated effect estimates, ␣␤

Measurement Model for Emotion-Related
Self-Regulation

ˆ ⫽ 2.94, p ⬍ .01,
were significant using Sobel’s (1982) method (␣␤
ˆ
␤␥ ⫽ .02, p ⬍ .05, respectively). The overall mediated effect (i.e.,

The measurement model for emotion regulation consisted of
four indicators: emotional self-control (as the reference indicator),
negative emotionality, executive functioning, and anger control.
The initial measurement model did not fit adequately to the data,
2(2, N ⫽ 92) ⫽ 7.70 (p ⫽ .021), Comparative Fit Index (CFI) ⫽
.98, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) ⫽ .18,
and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) ⫽ .03.
Inspection of the modification indices revealed that poor fit between the model and the data was because of the correlated error
between emotional self-control and negative emotionality. Because emotional self-regulation and negative emotionality both tap
some aspects of negative emotions, the model was revised to
include the correlated errors between emotional self-regulation and
negative emotionality. Results from the revised model show that
all the indicators loaded on the latent factor with good model fit:
2(1, N ⫽ 92) ⫽ .05 (p ⫽ .833), CFI ⫽ 1.00, RMSEA ⫽ .00, and
SRMR ⫽ .002.

ˆ) was examined by using the bootstrap method and the 95%
␣␤␥
confidence interval of the mediated effect was in between .01 and
.25, which did not include zero and indicated that the overall
mediated effect was significant. In support of our hypotheses,
results showed that both emotion regulation and adaptive skills
were significant mediators: emotion regulation mediated the effect
of parental autonomy support on adaptive skills, while adaptive
skills mediated the effect of emotion regulation on academic
achievement.

Three-Path Mediation Model
After confirming the measurement model for the latent factor
of emotion regulation, the hypothesized three-path mediation
model (Figure 1) was tested. As shown in Table 2, the overall
model chi-square test and the model fit indices for the mediational
models were: 2(13, N ⫽ 92) ⫽ 9.09 (p ⫽ .766), CFI ⫽ 1.00,
RMSEA ⫽ .00, and SRMR ⫽ .04, respectively, indicating that the
hypothesized model adequately fit the data. All the coefficients
presented in Table 2 are standardized and significant (at p ⬍ .05).
All the indicators loaded on the emotion regulation factor. Parent
autonomy support (i.e., PVF) predicted adolescent emotion regulation 共␣ˆ ⫽ .38, p ⬍ .001), which in turn, predicted adolescent
ˆ ⫽ .58, p ⬍ .001). First, adolescents whose
adaptive skills (␤

Discussion
To our knowledge, this is the first study to demonstrate a
three-path mediation process by which parental autonomy support
and adolescent emotion regulation serve as promotive factors in
adaptive and academic competencies for Chinese American adolescents from immigrant families. Because adaptive skills were
directly linked to academic achievement, support for adaptive
skills may have benefits for academic learning and achievement.

Yin and Yang in Parenting: Strictness-Supervision and
Autonomy Support
Although Chinese parents have often been depicted as overly
strict and controlling, the first-generation immigrant parents in the
present study were found to be relatively low on their use of
psychological control (M ⫽ 2.20, with 2 ⫽ “once in a while” and
3 ⫽ “about half the time”). Contemporary researchers have found
similar results. For example, Kim et al. (2013) assessed Chinese
American parenting profiles and found a plurality to be supportive
and the fewest to be harsh. Similarly, Cheah et al. (2013) interviewed first generation Chinese immigrant mothers who collec-

Table 1
Zero-Order Correlations for Major Variables
Scale

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1. Parental autonomy support
2. Emotional self-control
3. Negative emotionality
4. Executive functioning
5. Anger control
6. Adolescent adaptive skills
7. Adolescent academic achievement
Mean
SD

—
.25ⴱ
⫺.25ⴱ
.38ⴱⴱ
.25ⴱ
.25ⴱ
.07
⫺2.20
.55

—
⫺.82ⴱⴱ
.77ⴱⴱ
.59ⴱⴱ
.49ⴱⴱ
.01
⫺51.26
8.22

—
⫺.73ⴱⴱ
⫺.55ⴱⴱ
⫺.52ⴱⴱ
⫺.04
51.97
8.08

—
.67ⴱⴱ
.56ⴱⴱ
.09
⫺53.86
6.75

—
.29ⴱⴱ
⫺.02
⫺57.79
6.26

—
.21ⴱ
50.60
7.35

—
9.58
1.08

ⴱ

p ⬍ .05.

ⴱⴱ

p ⬍ .01.
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Table 2
Standardized Parameter Estimates for the Study (N ⫽ 92)
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Variable
Factor loading
Emotional Self-Control
Negative Emotionality
Executive Functioning
Anger Control
Correlated error between emotional selfcontrol and negative emotionality
Direct effect ␣
␤
␥
Indirect effecta (␣␤)
Indirect effecta (␤␥)
Indirect effectb (␣␤␥)
Model fit
2(df)
Comparative Fit Index
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual
a

Estimates (SE)
.81 (.05)ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.77 (.05)ⴱⴱⴱ
.96 (.03)ⴱⴱⴱ
.69 (.06)ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.51 (.10)ⴱⴱⴱ
.38 (.09)ⴱⴱⴱ
.58 (.07)ⴱⴱⴱ
.21 (.10)ⴱ
2.94 (.89)ⴱⴱ
.02 (.01)ⴱ
.09 (.06), 95% confidence
interval ⫽ [.01, .25]
9.09 (13), p ⫽ .766
1.00
.00
.04

Based on the unstandardized coefficients with Sobel’s Test.
the unstandardized coefficients with bootstrap method.
ⴱ
p ⬍ .05. ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01. ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.

b

Based on

tively voiced their intention to avoid pressuring their children and
allow greater independence. Way et al. (2013) found similar shifts
with parents in Mainland China in parenting philosophies toward
not using psychological control on children but allowing autonomy. Because psychological control is theoretically and empirically at odds with PVF, parents who used less overly controlling or
coercive parenting practices would necessarily be using more
empathic, noncontrolling, and encouraging parenting practices.
However, parents who allow autonomy are not necessarily uninvolved or permissive because there could be a balance between
strictness-supervision and autonomy support using noncoercive
democratic discipline (similar to authoritative parenting). Given
that achievement was very high in our sample (M ⫽ 9.58, SD ⫽
1.08 with A ⫽ 10 and A⫺ ⫽ 9), it was unlikely that the parents
were uninvolved or permissive but were strict while allowing
autonomy. We call for a reconceptualization of Chinese parenting
practices, and propose that strictness-supervision (guǎn and jiào
xun) counterbalanced by autonomy support could be considered
the yin and yang in Chinese parenting, a combination that promotes children’s social-emotional and academic competencies.

Emotion-Related Self-Regulation as Effortful and
Reactive Control Processes
Conceptually, emotion-related self-regulation (emotion regulation) is a broad construct that includes effortful or voluntary as
well as reactive or involuntary processes (Eisenberg, Spinrad, &
Eggum, 2010). Empirically, emotion regulation was represented in
the present study by a latent construct with measures of executive
functioning, negative emotionality, emotional self-control, and
anger control as indicators. Executive functioning taps more of the
effortful aspects, whereas negative emotionality taps more of the
reactive aspects of self-regulation. Emotion self-control and anger
control tap a mixture of effortful and reactive control. Although the
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four indicators tap somewhat different dimensions of emotion
regulation, the measurement model indicate that each indicator
represents a significant aspect of the construct. Furthermore, the
significant correlated errors likely reflect shared the variance in
measurement of reactivity and emotionality inherent in emotional
self-control and negative emotionality.

Parenting and Adolescent Self-Regulatory and
Adaptive Competencies
Consistent with studies conducted in the United States and in
China (Eisenberg et al., 2005; Wang et al., 2007), our findings
support the view that parenting practices that promote autonomy
are associated with emotion regulation but parenting practices that
are psychologically or emotionally manipulative and coercive are
associated with poor self-regulatory skills. Our results indicate that
parental promotion of autonomy (i.e., volitional functioning) was
significantly associated with all indices of emotion regulation (i.e.,
emotional self-control, low negative emotionality, executive functioning, and anger control). In addition, our finding that parental
promotion of autonomy was linked to adaptive skills is consistent
with results from other studies showing the importance of autonomy support and parental structure (e.g., behavioral control and
strictness-supervision) in adolescent adaptive competencies and
adjustment (see Grolnick & Pomerantz, 2009, for a review).

Mediating Roles of Self-Regulatory and Adaptive
Competencies in Academic Achievement
Data support our hypothesized three-path mediation model,
showing that emotion regulation mediated the effect of parental
autonomy support (i.e., promotion of volitional functioning) on
adaptive skills, and that adaptive skills mediated the effect of
emotion regulation on academic achievement. This type of mediation chain has been termed a micromediational chain (Cook &
Campbell, 1979; see Taylor, MacKinnon, & Tein, 2008). Mediation effects were found, in light of the fact that the only measure
in our study that was directly related to adolescent academic
achievement (outcome variable) was adaptive skills (mediator).
This is consistent with MacKinnon, Fairchild, and Fritz (2007)’s
argument that the predictor and outcome variables do not have to
be correlated to establish mediation. Many methodologists agree
that a path from the predictor to the outcome is implied if the
predictor and mediator variables are correlated and if the mediator
and the outcome variables are correlated. Because adaptive skills
was the most proximal factor that directly related to academic
achievement in our study, intervention and efforts to support
development of social– emotional competencies may simultaneously or subsequently support academic competencies (Durlak,
Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011).

Limitations and Future Directions
Even though the sample size of this study (N ⫽ 92) was modest
with limited statistical power to detect the hypothesized mediation
effects, effects were detected. However, directional or causal conclusions cannot be confirmed with our study design or from
concurrent data. Thus, future studies with longitudinal and observational designs would provide stronger evidence of the direction
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of influences and for mediation. In addition, caution needs to be
taken when generalizing study findings to Chinese Americans
living in various regions of the United States, or to other Asian
American groups. Future studies need to examine model paths
across Asian American groups, while taking into account
immigrant-generational backgrounds, and differing personal and
financial resources. We also used the reversed score of parental
psychological control as a proxy for autonomy support, and future
research needs to replicate findings using a direct measure of
promotion of volitional functioning with mothers and fathers.
Despite limitations, this study included a number of strengths
including the use of parent and adolescent perspectives to assess
parenting practices. Furthermore, measurement of emotion-related
self-regulation included indices of effortful as well as reactive
control.
In conclusion, although stereotypic portrayals of Chinese parents as overly controlling and restrictive persist, contemporary
Chinese parenting ideologies are dynamic and responsive to
changing cultural and scientific understandings of child and adolescent development. While many parents maintain traditional
parental duties of strictness-supervision (guǎn and jiào xun), they
also recognize the need to support children’s autonomy (Way et
al., 2013). Our data support the view that overly controlling and
restrictive parenting is not the only pathway to academic achievement (also see Kim et al., 2013). For Chinese American adolescents with immigrant backgrounds, parental autonomy support and
emotion-related self-regulation are promotive factors in adaptive
and academic competencies. Importantly, a parenting style that is
empathic, noncoercive, and encouraging toward adolescents’ development of autonomy promotes academic achievement without
compromising wellbeing or psychological health.
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