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Aversive Parenting in China: Associations With Child Physical

and Relational Aggression

David A. Nelson, Craig H. Hart,
Chongming Yang, and Joseph A. Olsen

Brigham Young University

Shenghua Jin
Beijing Normal University

This study assessed the combined and differential contributions of Chinese mothers and fathers (in terms of
spouse-reported physically coercive and psychologically controlling parenting) to the development of peer-
reported physical and relational aggression in their preschool-age children (mean age of 5 years). Results of the
two-group (boys and girls) latent sum and difference structural equation model showed that combined
parenting effects were slightly more prevalent than differential effects in predicting aggression. Furthermore,
physical coercion was predictive of aggression in boys whereas psychological control was primarily associated
with aggression in girls. Findings extend our understanding of relational aggression and the meaning of
aversive parenting, particularly within the Chinese cultural context.

For the past several decades, social science re-
searchers have been interested in examining the ef-
fects of specific parenting styles and practices on
various child outcomes (e.g., Maccoby & Martin,
1983; Peterson & Hann, 1999). This approach has
made important contributions to our understanding
of the development of specific child behaviors such
as aggression. In particular, research to date has
provided sufficient evidence of differences in
parenting and family factors between homes of ag-
gressive and nonaggressive children (see Coie &
Dodge, 1998, for a review). In particular, coercive
and psychologically controlling parenting has been
consistently found to be a predictor of children’s
aggressive behavior patterns with peers (Hart, Ne-
well, & Olsen, 2003; Nelson & Crick, 2002). Attention
to the effects of these parenting styles and practices
has gradually expanded to include parenting in di-
verse non-Western cultures.

One research focus has compared Western
parenting practices with central features in Chinese
parenting. Specifically, researchers have debated on
whether parental control can be similarly defined
and, by extension, whether it is associated with
comparable child outcomes for Chinese and North
American cultures (Chao, 1994; Chao & Tseng, 2002;
Chen, Liu, & Li, 2000; Grusec, 2002; Lau & Yeung,
1996; Wu et al., 2002). Accordingly, one of the pri-
mary aims of the present study is to expand research
in this domain by further defining and assessing the
correlates of controlling parenting for a sample of
mainland Chinese preschoolers. In particular, asso-
ciations of aversive parenting (physical coercion and
psychological control) with aggression subtypes
(physical and relational) are assessed. This research
emphasis is significant given previous studies
showing that aggression is associated with peer ac-
ceptance difficulties in China, as in other cultures
(Chen, Dong, & Zhou, 1997; Chen & Rubin, 1992;
Chen, Rubin, & Li, 1995; Chen, Rubin, & Sun, 1992;
Crick et al., 1999).

A second important aim is to expand on previous
research that intends to measure the relative contri-
butions of mothers versus fathers in their parenting
influence. Given limitations of previous studies re-
garding maternal and paternal influence, we imple-
ment a novel statistical approach to better address
the potential combined and differential contributions
of mothers and fathers in predicting child aggres-
sion. The model also allows us to explore unique
associations between parenting dimensions and
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aggression subtypes. We discuss the findings in the
context of recent research regarding parenting in-
fluence in Chinese culture.

Chinese Parenting and Child Outcomes: The Meaning
of Control

As researchers have begun to explore child de-
velopment and its correlates within Asian societies,
lively debates regarding the Asian child’s experience
of parenting have emerged. Among the most inter-
esting discussions in the literature has been the
definition and meaning of parental control among
Chinese parents (Sorkhabi, 2005). Research has un-
derscored one of two contrasting positions on this
issue, consistent with a larger debate on possible
variation across cultures in developmental processes
(i.e., different patterns of covariance among variables
across cultures; Rowe, Vazsonyi, & Flannery, 1994).
The first position is a unique-process view regarding
cultural differences in parenting and child correlates,
essentially espousing the belief that parental control
may differ by culture in its effects on child outcomes
(Chao, 1994, 2001; Chao & Tseng, 2002; Deater-
Deckard & Dodge, 1997; Wu, 1981). Thus, the psy-
chological processes inherent in child socialization
may have qualitatively different meanings in China.

In particular, Ruth Chao (1994), in studying im-
migrant Chinese families, has asserted that parental
control among Asians should be defined on the basis
of indigenous notions rather than on conceptions
imposed by Western parenting constructs. In partic-
ular, Chao has taken issue with the characterization
of Asian parents as harsh, restrictive, and domi-
neering, characteristics commonly associated with
Baumrind’s conception of authoritarian parenting.
Indeed, observers have noted and comparative
studies have consistently shown Chinese parents to
be more physically coercive, restrictive, and con-
trolling in their parenting styles when compared
with North American parents (Chiu, 1987; Do-
rnbusch, Ritter, Leiderman, Roberts, & Fraleigh,
1987; Ho, 1986; Hsu, 1985; Leung, Lau, & Lam, 1998;
Porter et al., 2005; Wu et al., 2002). Chao argued that
an alternative (indigenous) parenting style referred
to as chiao shun (‘‘training’’) better addresses positive
developmental trends in Chinese children. Chiao
shun is an outgrowth of the Chinese indigenous no-
tion of parental control referred to as guan, which
implies a form of parental governing that is de-
monstrative of involvement and concern. This form
of parental control was offered as an explanation for
the seemingly paradoxical finding in studies that
authoritarian parenting, although commonly associ-

ated with poor school achievement in European
Americans, did not appear to hamper Asian stu-
dents’ academic progress (e.g., Dornbusch et al.,
1987). Accordingly, this type of control is hypothe-
sized to be favorable rather than damaging to chil-
dren’s development, as Chinese children may view it
as a natural extension of high parental expectations
(Chao & Sue, 1996).

An alternative explanation for this paradox is that
parental influence may play little role in Asian chil-
dren’s academic outcomes, as negative effects of au-
thoritarian parenting may be outweighed by a peer
environment in which a fear of academic failure
promotes strong academic motivation (Steinberg,
Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992). But Chao (1994) refutes
this assertion, stating that, ‘‘. . . this paradox may be
explained by the fact that the parenting concepts
‘authoritarian’ and ‘restrictive’ are not very relevant
for Asians, although they may be important for un-
derstanding European-American parenting . . . For
Asians, parental obedience and some aspects of
strictness may be equated with parental concern,
caring, or involvement’’ (p. 1112). Accordingly, the
notion of ‘‘training’’ is offered to take perceptions of
Chinese parenting beyond the authoritarian parenting
style. This idea has influenced how conceptions of
authoritarian parenting are presented (e.g., Baumrind,
1996; Grusec, 2002; Russell, Mize, & Bissaker, 2002).

However, there are a number of reasons as to why
this judgment may need to be revisited. First, Chao’s
reformulation is based on studies such as that of
Dornbusch et al. (1987), who predominantly meas-
ured authoritarian parenting with an emphasis on
parental desire for children’s unquestioning obedi-
ence (nondemocratic control) as well as non-rea-
soning-oriented demands. Although these are
important aspects of authoritarian control, they may
provide an incomplete conceptualization. As noted
by Chao (1994), the notions of chiao shun and guan,
demonstrative of parental support, care, and con-
cern, are hardly consistent with the general view of
authoritarian parenting, which is commonly defined
by the degree of parental hostility and rejection to-
ward the child (a lack of warmth and support).
Furthermore, other elements of authoritarian
parenting include physical and verbal coercion
(Yang et al., 2004), which go well beyond notions of
nondemocratic control. In our minds, the concepts of
chiao shun and guan may actually be more closely
aligned with conceptions of authoritative parenting
(cf. Baumrind, 1996). The traditional definition of
authoritative parenting (Baumrind, 1971) combines
high demands, firm control, democratic participa-
tion, induction, and warmth. ‘‘Training’’ on the part
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of Chinese parents, if their children do perceive it in
the context of a caring, concerned relationship,
would appear more consistent with authoritative-
ness. The cultural variation on this theme would be
that Chinese parents are more likely to endorse un-
questioning obedience, thereby reflecting less em-
phasis on democratic participation (cf. Wu et al.,
2002). Yet firm control remains in league with
warmth and support, according to Chao (1994).
Consistent with these ideas, mainland Chinese
parenting practices and values have been shown to
correlate with both authoritative and authoritarian
parenting styles (Wu et al., 2002; Xu et al., 2005).

Darling and Steinberg’s (1993) distinction be-
tween parenting styles and practices also under-
scores our contention. In essence, whereas specific
parenting practices may vary across cultures (e.g.,
emphasis on unquestioning obedience), the overall
style may be similar (e.g., Wu et al., 2002). Specifically,
parenting style represents the emotional climate of the
parent– child relationship, communicating how the
parent feels about the child rather than the child’s
behavior per se (Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Grusec,
2002). Thus, authoritarian parenting is a style in
which the overall emotional climate is typically de-
scribed as one of rejection (predominantly reflected by
a lack of warmth and support). In contrast, Chinese
children presumably interpret chiao shun and guan as
a sign of parental involvement and caring concern.
Accordingly, behaviors more consistent with the re-
jecting emotional climate of the authoritarian style
(e.g., excessive physical discipline) would be expected
to produce negative outcomes, regardless of culture, if
children perceive they are being rejected (cf. Deater-
Deckard & Dodge, 1997; Khaleque & Rohner, 2002).

Thus, Chao’s notion of training among Chinese
parents, if it can be conceptualized as authoritarian
parenting, seems representative of relatively mild
forms of authoritarian parenting. In contrast, a
number of more recent studies suggest that the au-
thoritarian style, when encompassing behaviors re-
flecting parental rejection, has predictable negative
consequences for Chinese children. These studies are
consistent with the second position on the control
debate, which comprises a common-process view of
child socialization, in which child outcomes related
to perceived aversive forms of parental control are
presumed to be essentially universal across cultures
(see Lansford et al., 2005; Nelson, Nelson, Hart,
Yang, & Jin, 2006, for recent reviews). Consistent
with this view, Chinese adolescents and adults view
dominating parental control (i.e., parents who are
angry, restrictive, and deny child independence) as
adverse and it is cited as a source of significant re-

sentment and conflict (Lau & Cheung, 1987; Lau, Lew,
Hau, Cheung, & Berndt, 1990; Lau & Yeung, 1996).
Accordingly, a substantial number of recent studies
expectedly demonstrate that authoritarian (harsh,
power assertive) parenting in Chinese culture is as-
sociated with children’s externalizing (aggressive/
disruptive) behaviors (Chang, Lansford, Schwartz, &
Farver, 2004; Chang, Schwartz, Dodge, & McBride-
Chang, 2003; Chen et al., 1997; Chen, Wang, Chen, &
Liu, 2002; Chen, Wu, Chen, Wang, & Cen, 2001; Yang
et al., 2004).

Chen et al. (1997) have also demonstrated with a
Beijing sample that harsh authoritarian parenting
(including physical punishment) was negatively as-
sociated with academic achievement. These findings
further refine the distinction between Chao’s notion
of parental training (consistent with mild forms of
parental control) and truly aversive forms of au-
thoritarian control among Chinese parents. Given
these recent findings, it is apparent that Western
definitions of authoritarian parenting appear rele-
vant in describing, in part, the nature of socialization
in Chinese households, and negative child outcomes
are expected from a common-process point of view
when parents communicate parental rejection with
harsh authoritarian practices. In contrast, Chao’s
(1994) conceptualization of ‘‘training’’ may be more
valuable in describing associations between less
harsh forms of Chinese parental control and child
outcomes. Chao and Tseng (2002) have recently ac-
knowledged this trend in the literature, stating, ‘‘. . .
the effects of control on child well-being for Asians
appear to depend on the way control is defined such
that indigenous notions have positive effects and a
domineering control primarily has negative effects
among groups of Asian and European descent’’
(p. 77). This study does not consider indigenous
forms of Chinese parenting but seeks to further
demonstrate that aversive forms of controlling
parenting (i.e., excessive physical punishment) are
associated with aggression in Chinese preschoolers.

Beyond Behavioral Control: Psychological Control in
Chinese Parenting

The above debate over the meaning of control is
also limited in that it has focused on behavioral
control to the exclusion of psychological control.
Psychologically controlling parenting is defined as a
negative parenting style that is focused on restricting
children’s emotional and psychological autonomy
(Barber, 1996), and a limited number of studies show
that it also has relevance to Chinese parenting.
Compared with their North American counterparts,
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Chinese mothers report using more ‘‘love-oriented’’
methods of discipline, such as the use of love with-
drawal when a child misbehaves (Ho, 1986). In ad-
dition, Chinese parenting is characterized by other
features consistent with the notion of psychological
control, such as shaming behaviors, threats of
abandonment, and derogatory comments (Fung,
1999). Chinese mothers apparently use this control
tactic more frequently than North American mothers
(Wu et al., 2002). Furthermore, a couple of studies
have found psychologically controlling parenting to
be associated with externalizing and internalizing
difficulties in Chinese preschoolers (Nelson, Hart,
Wu, & Olsen, in press; Olsen et al., 2002; Yang et al.,
2004). These studies further underscore how child
correlates may be similar across cultures, although
cultures may differ in their emphasis on particular
parenting practices (i.e., mean levels).

Maternal versus Paternal Authoritarian Control and
Child Aggression: Studies in China

As noted earlier, a number of important studies
have shown that aversive Chinese parenting is asso-
ciated with aggressive child behavior. This finding is
consistent with the long-held assumption that un-
qualified power assertion (e.g. commands, threats,
deprivations, and physical force) likely evokes feel-
ings of hostility and opposition toward parents and
therefore interferes with children’s proper internali-
zation of control (Hoffman, 1960). Similarly, Confu-
cian tradition requires that the elder generations
‘‘responsibly and justly govern, teach, and discipline’’
(Chao, 1994, p. 1113). It seems unlikely that aversive
parenting would be perceived by children to repre-
sent responsible and just government by their elders.
Furthermore, social learning theory also presumes
that children learn and adopt aggressive strategies
through watching and interacting with aggressive
models (Bandura, 1973; Coie & Dodge, 1998; Crick et
al., 1999). In this context, parents serve as models
from which children expect to learn more or less ef-
fective strategies for social interaction. In particular,
children’s aggressive styles may parallel the particu-
lar coercive or controlling disciplinary style enacted
by parents. This assumption is the foundation for this
study, which probes for associations between physi-
cal and psychological forms of coercive and control-
ling parenting and aggression subtypes (physical and
relational). Furthermore, we particularly emphasize
the interplay of maternal and paternal negative
parenting effects on child outcomes.

Consistent with this emphasis, a number of
studies of negative parental control that have in-

cluded both Chinese mothers and fathers are rele-
vant to this discussion. In particular, the relation
between negative parenting and childhood aggres-
sion in these studies is the focus of this brief review.
First, Chen and colleagues have conducted a number
of relevant studies with samples from Beijing, China.
For example, Chen et al. (1997) conducted a series of
regression analyses to examine relative contributions
of maternal and paternal authoritarian parenting to
the prediction of academic and social outcomes in
8-year-old children. The results showed that, for
most variables, Chinese fathers’ authoritarian
parenting predicted child outcomes above and be-
yond maternal parenting styles. Of particular inter-
est to the current study is that paternal authoritarian
parenting predicted children’s aggressive – disrup-
tive behavior. In a later study, Chen et al. (2001)
found that observed aggressive behavior (an aggre-
gate of verbal, physical, and indirect forms) of
4-year-old children in China was associated with
Chinese parenting. Paternal power assertion, in
particular, was positively associated with aggression
in girls. Maternal power assertion was also a signif-
icant contributor if the father was high on power
assertion as well. Furthermore, in a longitudinal
study, Chen et al. (2002) also found associations
between maternal and paternal reports of power-
assertive childrearing at age 2 and child physical and
verbal aggression exhibited 2 years later. In particu-
lar, maternal power assertion marginally predicted
later aggression for boys and girls. In contrast, pa-
ternal power assertion was highly predictive of
subsequent aggression in boys (but not girls).

Chang and colleagues have also contributed to our
understanding of negative child outcomes related to
authoritarian parenting in China. In particular, they
found that harsh parenting on behalf of Chinese
mothers and fathers was both directly and indirectly
(through emotional regulation) tied to child physical
aggression/bullying in a kindergarten sample (Chang
et al., 2003). Furthermore, these effects varied some-
what by gender of parent and child. Specifically, harsh
parenting on behalf of mothers linked to child emo-
tional regulation more strongly than that of fathers. In
contrast, fathers’ harsh parenting had a greater impact
on child aggression, and sons appeared to be affected
more than daughters by paternal rejection.

Considering Psychological Control and Relational
Aggression

As noted above, research has also begun to focus
on psychological control in China, although this re-
search focus is new in Western culture as well. For
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our purposes, psychological control is most inter-
esting to consider given its parallel form to rela-
tionally aggressive behaviors in children. Crick and
Grotpeter (1995) define relational aggression as acts
involving manipulation or damage to social rela-
tionships (e.g., exclusion, backbiting, or threats of
social harm). Previous research shows that children
readily engage in relational aggression as early as
preschool (e.g., Nelson, Robinson, & Hart, 2005;
Ostrov, Woods, Jansen, Casas, & Crick, 2004). To
date, the majority of childhood aggression research
in China has focused on physically aggressive or
disruptive behaviors in Chinese children. Accord-
ingly, a focus on relational aggression in China is a
welcome addition to the literature.

Consistent with a social learning theory perspec-
tive, one might reasonably surmise that unique pa-
rental control strategies might be differentially
related to child aggression subtypes. In particular,
physically coercive parenting might provoke physi-
cally aggressive behavior in children, whereas psy-
chological control strategies might relate to the
development of relational aggression in children. For
example, one of the components of psychological
control is love withdrawal, in which parents may
withhold love and attention when they are dis-
pleased with the child’s actions or they desire to
manipulate the child into a particular course of ac-
tion. This strategy is consistent with relational ag-
gression, in which the vehicle of harm is damage or
the threat thereof to relationships. Exclusionary be-
haviors enacted in the peer group seem parallel to
what a child may experience with a psychologically
controlling parent.

However, the specificity of relationships posited
between parental control styles and childhood ag-
gression subtypes has received only partial support
in studies to date, and findings have varied across
cultures and parent – child dyads (e.g., Nelson &
Crick, 2002; Yang et al., 2004). Generally speaking,
parental coercion and psychological control were
associated with both forms of aggression in these
studies. Nonetheless, despite a general lack of spe-
cificity, the correlation between coercive and psy-
chologically controlling parenting and aggression
subtypes appears to be robust across a number of
cultures (see also Hart, Nelson, Robinson, Olsen, &
McNeilly-Choque, 1998; Hart, Nelson et al., 2000).
Building upon this previous work, the present study
further examines the effects of both physically coer-
cive and psychologically controlling parenting on
these childhood aggression subtypes in a sample of
Beijing preschoolers. Furthermore, the novel statis-
tical method utilized in this study may yield more

clarity in regard to specificity of relationships between
forms of parental control and aggression subtypes. In
addition, this study also differs slightly from previous
studies of both forms of control and aggression sub-
types in that coercion is limited to physical elements
in this study (whereas coercion in previous studies
was a combination of physical and verbal elements).
This adjustment (excluding verbal coercion) was
made in order to eliminate possible confounds with
verbal elements of psychological control.

Similarity and Differences in Parenting: Insights From
the Coparenting Literature

Another important focus of this study is consider-
ation of what impact combined or differential paren-
tal effects may have on child outcomes. Beyond the
need to simply include fathers in parenting studies, a
number of previous studies in the coparenting liter-
ature have intended to focus on the interdependent or
combined influence of mothers and fathers (Cabrera,
Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & Lamb, 2000;
Deal, Halverson, & Wampler, 1989; Lindsey & Mize,
2001; Russell & Russell, 1994; Winsler, Madigan, &
Aquilino, 2005). These studies (all conducted with
Western samples) have yielded results suggesting that
similarity in parenting is common and may be asso-
ciated with unique child outcomes.

For example, Russell and Russell (1994) found
considerable similarity between mothers and fathers
across a range of parenting values and behaviors.
Hart, DeWolf, Wozniak, and Burts (1992) also classi-
fied mothers and fathers as either inductive or power
assertive and found similarity in discipline style in
65% of the mother – father dyads. In a more recent
study, Winsler et al. (2005) found that parents re-
ported modest similarity for permissive and authori-
tarian parenting but not for authoritative parenting.
Moreover, Lindsey and Mize (2001) found that
mothers’ and fathers’ similarity in play initiations
(ranging from invitations to imperative commands)
was associated with children’s social competence.

In order to better understand parenting similarity
and differences, researchers must clarify which com-
ponents of parenting tend to be the focus of more or
less agreement and why. It is also relevant to under-
stand how patterns of parenting agreement or differ-
ence might influence child development in different
ways, and across different cultures. Accordingly, this
study expands the focus of research on parenting
consistency to multiple forms of aversive parenting
within a non-Western culture. To our knowledge, no
study has explicitly considered parenting similarity
and difference in the Chinese culture.
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Assessing Combined and Differential Contributions of
Mothers and Fathers

In alignment with the above emphasis on
parenting similarity and difference, this study uti-
lizes a unique statistical model. In particular, a two-
group (boys and girls) sum and difference structural
equation model was estimated. In this model (see
Figures 1 and 2), maternal and paternal parenting
variables are re-expressed as second-order combined
and differential components (of physical coercion as
well as psychological control) in order to represent
(a) the summed or combined effects of maternal and
paternal parenting and (b) the extent to which par-
ents may differentially exhibit a behavioral profile.
The specifics of this approach are provided in detail
below. This approach helps to provide answers to
questions regarding the interplay of maternal and
paternal influence. In particular, this approach al-
lows for evaluation of whether the combined or
differential impact of mothers’ and fathers’ negative
parenting is uniquely predictive of aggression sub-
types in boys and girls.

Method

Participants

Behavior nomination data were obtained in this
study for 215 children (100 boys; 115 girls) from nine
classrooms in two preschools in Beijing, China. There
was an average of 23.9 children per classroom.
Minimum participation rates of 95% in the peer be-
havioral nomination procedure were present for all
classrooms. Given the nature of a nomination as-
sessment, aggression scores were obtained for all
215 children. Ages of the children ranged from 46
to 76 months (M 5 61 months). Schools in China act
in loco parentis, and thus we were not allowed to
obtain written parental permission for each child’s
participation (cf. Chen et al., 1992; Hart, Yang et al.,
2000). However, study procedures were explained to
parents in group meetings that school administrators
helped arrange. At these group meetings, teachers
and parents were assured of confidentiality of all
responses in the study. Parents were also told that
they could withdraw themselves or their child from
study participation at any time. The parenting
questionnaires were given to parents in one of three
separate packets of measures (as part of a larger
study of familial influences on children’s social de-
velopment) with instructions on how to complete
them. Parents were allowed to take the questionnaire

packets home one at a time and returned consecutive
packets on a weekly rotation. Each packet required
approximately 30 – 45 min to complete. During this 3-
week period, child behavior nomination assessments
were conducted in the preschool classrooms.

Of the parents of the 215 potential families, 180
mothers (84%) and 167 fathers (78%) returned the
packets which included the questionnaires of interest
for this study. Parent participants ranged in age from
26 to 52 years (M 5 34.1 years). Their formal educa-
tion ranged from 5 to 22 years in length (M 5 13.9
years). This sample may generally be considered
highly educated as parents with a bachelor’s or more
advanced degree accounted for 32.8% of the sample.
Given that we had behavior nomination data for
215 children, missing parental data was accounted
for in the analyses below using full information
maximum likelihood estimation.

Measures

In prelude to a description of each of the measures
utilized in this study, it is important to note that all
measures were carefully forward- and back-trans-
lated and pilot-tested with Chinese parents and
children in order to ensure conceptual equivalence of
the measures (meaning that they should be similarly
understood by individuals in both Chinese and
Western samples).

Assessment of child aggression subtypes. This study
used a peer nomination procedure to obtain chil-
dren’s relational and physical aggression scores. The
behavioral nomination items are listed in Table 2.
These items, originally adapted from the work of
Crick, Casas and Mosher (1997), have demonstrated
reliability in previous research (McNeilly-Choque,
Hart, Robinson, Nelson, & Olsen, 1996). Children
were individually interviewed, using picture-board
nomination procedures developed in other studies
with young children (e.g., Crick et al., 1997; McNeilly-
Choque et al., 1996). As part of the larger study
of children’s social development, a number of other
social behaviors (e.g., social withdrawal) were also
assessed in these interviews. For each item, children
nominated up to six classmates whom they per-
ceived to engage in the behavior described. The
number of nominations received for each item was
standardized within each classroom and further
analyses were based on these standardized scores.

Assessment of parenting dimensions. Because of
concerns about self-report bias in parenting assess-
ments, an alternative is a spouse-report paradigm
(Nix et al., 1999; Porter et al., 2005; Russell, Hart,
Robinson, & Olsen, 2003; Yang et al., 2004). Accord-
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ingly, the procedure in this study required parents to
independently rate their spouse’s parenting styles
and practices with items adapted from measures of
authoritarian and authoritative dimensions of
parenting (Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 2001)
as well as psychological control (see Barber, 1996;
Olsen et al., 2002; Yang et al., 2004). Representative
items are listed in Table 3, and these items have
been reliably used in previous studies (e.g., Nelson
& Crick, 2002; Yang et al., 2004). Parents rated the
frequency of their spouse’s engagement in specific
parenting behaviors utilizing a 5-point Likert-type
scale (1 5 never; 5 5 always).

Analyses

Structural equation modeling was used to model
the relations among the latent variables of interest in
this study. All models were fit using the Mplus sta-
tistical program, using categorical analysis of the
data (Muthén & Muthén, 2001). In particular, in re-
gard to the measurement models, two sets of multi-
group confirmatory factor analyses were conducted
(for child aggression and negative parenting), in-
cluding an assessment of factorial invariance across
groups in the measurement models (Widaman &
Reise, 1997). Invariance constraints are used in order
to ensure that the same latent variables are identified
across child gender (boys and girls when measuring
aggression) or both parent and child gender (fathers
and mothers of boys and girls when measuring
aversive parenting). Finally, in regard to reliability of
measurement, it is important to note that coefficient
a is not typically reported in confirmatory factor
analysis procedures as latent variables are not mul-
tiple-item scales and a values therefore cannot be
calculated. Rather, standardized factor loadings of
.40 and above are considered as evidence of relia-
bility in structural equation modeling for samples of
150 or more (Stevens, 1996).

Specifics of the Latent Sum and Difference Structural
Equation Modeling

As noted above, this study uses a latent sum and
difference structural equation model in which levels
of negative parenting, for mothers and fathers, can
be better examined. Recognizing that under bivariate
normality it is possible to reexpress the statistical
information contained in two variables (e.g., the
parenting of a mother and father) in terms of their
corresponding sum and difference, we have used a
basic two-component approach. In this model, the
latent maternal and paternal parenting variables are

reexpressed in terms of (a) the cumulative level of
negative parenting by both parents (i.e., the sum or
combined component) and (b) the extent to which one
parent might enact a negative parenting behavior to
a greater degree than the other parent (i.e., the po-
tential difference or differential component). Accord-
ingly, these combined and differential components
are represented as second-order dyadic latent con-
structs that embody theoretically central aspects of
the (first-order) maternal and paternal latent varia-
bles. These constructs are directly analogous to the
latent intercept and slope in a traditional latent
growth ‘‘curve-of-factors’’ model (Duncan, Duncan,
Strycker, Li, & Alpert, 1999).

The combined component of our approach ac-
knowledges that the cumulative effect of parents
who engage together in high levels of negative
parenting will vary considerably from other parents
who jointly enact relatively low levels of the same
parenting behaviors. In contrast, the differential
component recognizes that, in many parental dyads,
mother and father may enact parenting behaviors in
a more or less divergent or discrepant fashion. In
particular, mothers and fathers may not always be
enacting a common script as they interact with their
child. Hence, the focus of the differential component
is on the degree of parenting similarity.

Because the combined and differential constructs
represent direct reexpressions of the original mother
and father latent variables, the variance they account
for in child outcomes is necessarily identical to that
obtained using the original mother and father con-
structs as predictors. Accordingly, owing to this sta-
tistical equivalence, the suitability of our model is
based primarily on theoretical and interpretational
benefits rather than on any presumed mathematical
advantage over traditional regression approaches (i.e.,
using separate maternal and paternal constructs).

To be specific, the primary benefit of our approach
is that it allows us to view ‘‘parenting’’ as deriving
from the parental dyad and the interplay of the
dyad members, rather than being enacted separately
as ‘‘mothering’’ and ‘‘fathering’’ by individuals
independently trying to nurture or deal with the
same child. In other words, rather than individual
parenting effects, the second-order latent constructs
represent dyadic properties which we believe more
accurately represent the joint nature of parenting.
Thus, in predicting child outcomes, whereas a stand-
ard regression model would focus on the combined
effects of individual parents, our sum and difference
model focuses on effects of combined parenting vari-
ables, which are assembled to represent the dyadic
context and properties of these measures. With our
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approach, then, combining mother and father
parenting contributions is primarily a matter of vari-
able construction rather than model estimation and
statistical analysis.

To define the model, fixed paths (see numbers in
parentheses in Figures 1 and 2) are used to model the
information from the maternal and paternal parent-
ing variables in terms of these second-order latent
variables. In particular, the sum (combined) variable
has fixed paths of 1.0 to each of the two (mother and
father) parenting variables, representing the combin-
ed elements of the maternal and paternal variables.
In contrast, there are fixed paths from the difference
(differential) variable to the mother and father paren-
ting variables of 1.0 and � 1.0, respectively, indicat-
ing the degree of discrepancy or divergence in the
levels of the first-order (mother and father) latent
variables. Accordingly, the differential component
assesses whether there is a systematic gender-based
difference between parents (i.e., mother4father) that
is uniquely predictive of aggression outcomes. Fur-
thermore, given that the differential paths are fixed
at 1.0 (to the maternal variable) and � 1.0 (to the
paternal variable), a positive coefficient demon-
strates an influence in favor of mothers whereas a
negative coefficient demonstrates an influence in
favor of fathers.

An ordinary least squares (OLS) regression model,
based on summing and subtracting scales created
from the observed parenting scores, produces similar
findings. The essential difference is that the mag-
nitudes of the OLS regression coefficients are atten-
uated given that measurement error is not taken into
account. Beyond measurement error, other issues
also hamper the regression approach (e.g., treating
the ordinal data as interval, equal [nonoptimal]
weighting of the items when forming the parenting
scales, inability to handle missing data). For these
reasons, the structural equation modeling approach
is preferable to a regression model in that it yields
more powerful tests and more accurate estimates of
the effects of interest. The results of the regression
analyses are available to interested readers from the
corresponding author.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations of the
Observed Variables

An intercorrelation matrix of all observed varia-
bles is provided in Table 1, with means and standard
deviations for each observed variable. The correla-
tion matrix and descriptive statistics are provided

separately by gender of child, given that the analysis
structure reflects this emphasis to focus on associa-
tions separately for boys and girls. Variable numbers
correspond with the numbering provided in Tables 2
and 3 (e.g., PPC1 5 Paternal Psychological Control
Item #1). Although our analysis with MPlus uses
special procedures for categorical (ordinal) data, the
normal-theory Pearson correlations are given here
along with the means and standard deviations to
provide a familiar descriptive picture of the average
levels, distributions, and relationships among the
variables.

Measurement Model of Childhood Aggression Subtypes

In regard to the measurement of childhood aggres-
sion, the baseline measurement model (constrained
model) of the aggression constructs fit the data satis-
factorily: w2 5 39.74, df 5 29, p 5 .02, CFI 5 .98, TLI 5

.97, and RMSEA 5 .06. Furthermore, the unconstrain-
ed model showed no significant improvement in the
goodness of fit: w2

diff 5 5.54, dfdiff 5 5, p 5 .36. Thus,
invariant measurement of the aggression constructs
was obtained for boys and girls. The standardized
factor loadings of the baseline model are shown in
Table 2 for both boys and girls.

Because of the high latent correlation of the two
aggression constructs (j � .88 in boys and .80 in
girls), an additional model using similar indicators to
reflect a single aggression construct was compared
with the baseline (two-construct) model (this com-
parison was conducted for boys and girls together).
The chi-square difference test showed that the orig-
inal two-construct model fit the data better than the
one-construct model: w2

diff 5 24.39, dfdiff 5 3, po.01.
Thus, the two constructs were statistically distin-
guished, although they are highly correlated. Fur-
thermore, the equivalent Pearson’s rs for the
aggression scale scores (rs 5 .74 and .50 for boys and
girls, respectively) were similar to values reported in
prior research regarding physical and relational ag-
gression (Crick et al., 1999; McNeilly-Choque et al.,
1996; Nelson et al., 2005; Park et al., 2005). In par-
ticular, in a meta-analysis of early studies in rela-
tional aggression, Crick et al. (1999) reported that
physical and relational aggression were highly cor-
related for both peer and teacher ratings (rs of .62
and .63, respectively) and the correlations were
consistently higher for boys (rs 5 .75 and .73 for
boys, .60 and .61 for girls, for peer and teacher rat-
ings, respectively).

Despite the high correlation, numerous examples
of criterion validity have distinguished relational
and physical aggression across a significant number
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of studies (Crick et al., 1999). Furthermore, although
physical and relational aggression tend to be highly
correlated, they are not redundant. This is especially
true for girls in our study, for whom the scores on
one aggression form account for only 25% of the
variance for the other form. Although the overlap is
much higher for boys, about 45% of the variance still
remains to be explained. Furthermore, previous re-
search shows that youths identified as extreme for
aggression status are more likely to primarily display
one form of aggression rather than to be comorbid

for both (Rose, Swenson, & Waller, 2004). Thus, it is
important to consider possibly unique contributors
to the development of these aggression subtypes. For
the purposes of this study, what is most telling is
whether unique findings between aggression sub-
types and parenting behaviors exist and thereby
provide important information about specific par-
ent – child interaction, despite the overlap between
aggression subtypes. This will be seen in the model
testing described below.

Measurement Model of Parental Physical Coercion and
Psychological Control

The factor loadings of maternal coercion
and psychological control were also constrained
to be equal to the corresponding factor loadings
of the paternal parenting constructs across and
within the two groups (boys and girls). The baseline
model fit the data satisfactorily: w2 5 88.17, df 5 63,
p 5 .02, CFI 5 .94, TLI 5 .95, and RMSEA 5 .07. The
unconstrained model showed no significant im-
provement in model fit, w2

diff 5 22.07, dfdiff 5 13,
p 5 .054, implying that the factor loadings were in-
variant across gender of both parents and children.
The standardized factor loadings of the baseline
model are listed in Table 3. In addition, the correla-
tions between the various parenting constructs
(conducted separately by child gender) are listed
in Table 4.

Finally, owing to the relatively high latent corre-
lations between coercion and psychological control
(especially for mothers), another model that com-
bined the two constructs (a combined parenting
construct for both fathers and mothers) was esti-
mated and compared with the baseline two-factor

Table 2

Standardized Factor Loadings of the Aggression Constructs

Constructs and Contents

Loadings

Boys Girls

Physical aggression

1. Who likes to mess up or knock down

other children’s things?

.86 .66

2. Who grabs toys or things from other

children?

.91 .57

3. Who pushes other kids out of the way to

get something they want?

.83 .45

4. Who starts (physical) fights with other

children?

.83 .62

Relational aggression

1. Who tells some other kids not to be

friends with someone?

.63 .56

2. Who won’t let some kids sit beside them

because they don’t like them?

.82 .51

3. Who tells other kids they cannot play

unless they do what everyone wants them

to do?

.74 .55

Note. All items were shown to be invariant across child gender.

Table 3

Standardized Factor Loadings of Parental Control Constructs for Various Parent – Child Dyads

Constructs and Contents

Mothers Fathers

Boys Girls Boys Girls

Physical coercion

1. Spanks when our child is disobedient .76 .44 .73 .65

2. Slaps our child when the child misbehaves .72 .74 .69 .65

3. Uses physical punishment as a way of disciplining our child .80 .83 .99 .94

Psychological control

1. Becomes less friendly with our child if our child does not see things his or her way .55 .68 .51 .58

2. Makes our child feel guilty when our child does not meet our expectations .53 .48 .40 .42

3. Tells our child that we get embarrassed when she or he does not meet our expectations .50 .50 .42 .44

4. Tells our child he or she is not as good as other children .72 .54 .57 .47

5. Loses temper easily with our child .61 .51 .45 .65

Note. All items were shown to be invariant across both parent and child gender.
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model. The chi-square difference showed that the
baseline two-factor model fit the data better than the
combined model: w2

diff 5 16.63, dfdiff 5 5, po.01.
Thus, these two parenting constructs were statisti-
cally distinguished, although they are significantly
correlated.

Combined and Differential Prediction of Childhood
Aggression

In regard to testing the latent sum and difference
model, the model fit the data satisfactorily:
w2 5 110.35, df 5 81, p 5 .02, CFI 5 .92, TLI 5 .93,
and RMSEA 5 .06. The parameter estimates are
shown in Figures 1 (the model as estimated for
girls) and 2 (the model as estimated for boys). Sig-

nificant findings were obtained for both boys
and girls. As shown in Figure 1, there are relatively
strong effects of combined psychological control
on daughters’ aggression. In particular, the degree
to which mothers and fathers cumulatively engage
in psychological control was significantly related
to both physical aggression (b5 .55, z 5 3.05,
po.01) and relational aggression (b5 .64, z 5 2.68,
po.01) in girls. In contrast, combined physical
coercion was unrelated to either form of aggress-
ion in girls. In addition, a couple of findings
for differential effects were obtained for relational
aggression in girls. First, there was a significant
effect of differential psychological control on
relational aggression (b5 � .50, z 5 � 2.15, po.05).
The negative valence of the b coefficient demon-

Table 4

Estimated Latent Variable (f) Correlations of the Parenting Constructs

Maternal

coercion

Maternal psychological

control

Paternal

coercion

Paternal psychological

control

Maternal coercion F .70��� .16 � .24

Maternal psychological control .52�� F .12 � .33�

Paternal coercion .28 .09 F .58��

Paternal psychological control .52�� .54�� .38� F

Note. �po.05; ��po.01; ���po.001.
Upper diagonal: correlations among parenting variables for girls; lower diagonal: boys.

Maternal
Psychological

Control

Paternal
Psychological

Control

Child
Relational
Aggression

Combined
Psychological

Control

Differential
Psychological

Control−.85 (−1)

.58 (1)

−.50*

.64**

.67 (1)

.73 (1)

Child
Physical

Aggression

.55**

.03

Maternal
Physical
Coercion

Paternal
Physical
Coercion

Combined
Physical
Coercion

Differential
Physical
Coercion−.62 (−1)

.80 (1)

.73 (1)

.68 (1)

.02

.68*

.01

.22

.63**

d1

1

d2

1

.52**

.52**

.15

.22*−.04

−.09

Figure 1. Latent sum and difference model for girls. Note. �po.05; ��po.01. Numbers in parentheses represent the measurement equations
necessary to accomplish the statistical modeling.
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strates that, to the extent that fathers, relative
to mothers, consistently engage in higher levels
of psychological control, the difference is predic-
tive of relational aggression in girls. In addition,
there was a significant effect of differential physi-
cal coercion on relational aggression (b5 .68,
z 5 2.44, po.05) in girls. In this case, the positive
valence of the beta coefficient demonstrates that, to
the extent that a mother, relative to her spouse,
consistently engages in higher levels of physical co-
ercion, the difference is predictive of greater levels of
relational aggression in girls.

A more modest set of significant findings was
obtained for boys. As shown in Figure 2, combined
psychological control is unrelated to either form of
aggression whereas combined physical coercion
significantly predicts physical aggression (b5 .41,
z 5 2.65, po.01) and marginally predicts relational
aggression (b5 .39, z 5 1.91, p 5 .06) for boys. Finally,
differential psychological control was marginally
predictive of relational aggression (b5 .39, z 5 1.82,
p 5 .07) in boys. This finding suggests that, to
the extent that mothers consistently engage in
higher levels of psychological control than their
husbands, the difference is marginally predictive
of greater engagement by Chinese boys in relational
aggression. Differential physical coercion, in con-
trast, was unrelated to boys’ aggression (relational
or physical).

Discussion

In support of past research, this study found physi-
cally coercive and psychologically controlling par-
enting to predict aggression in Chinese children.
Furthermore, the latent sum and difference struc-
tural equation model allowed for a unique look
at how maternal and paternal variables may be
associated with childhood aggression, considering
both combined and differential effects. In regard
to combined effects, significant results showed that,
to the extent that Chinese mothers and fathers
cumulatively engage in more psychological control,
but not physical coercion, daughters are more
likely to be physically and relationally aggressive
with peers. In contrast, when Chinese mothers and
fathers jointly engage in more physical coercion, as
opposed to psychological control, sons are more
likely to be physically aggressive. As noted earlier,
the combined and differential effects analyzed in this
study are unique in that they allow us to view
parenting as a property of the parental dyad, thereby
acknowledging that cumulative and differential
levels of childrearing may have significant implica-
tions for child outcomes.

A couple of significant differential effects were
also obtained in predicting aggression for girls. First,
to the extent that Chinese mothers, relative to fathers,
engage in more physical coercion with daughters,

Maternal
Psychological

Control

Paternal
Psychological

Control

Child
Relational
Aggression

Combined
Psychological

Control

Differential
Psychological

Control−.60 (−1)

−.57 (−1)

.76 (1)

.39+

−.30

.99 (1)

.46 (1)

Child
Physical

Aggression

−.21

.28

Maternal
Physical
Coercion

Paternal
Physical
Coercion

Combined
Physical
Coercion

Differential
Physical
Coercion

.84 (1)

.77 (1)

.63 (1)

.39+

.01

.41**

.11

.25

d1

1

d2

1

.69**

.50**

.29

−.06

−.09

.24*

Figure 2. Latent sum and difference model for boys. Note. 1po.07; �po.05; ��po.01. Numbers in parentheses represent the measurement
equations necessary to accomplish the statistical modeling.
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girls are more relationally aggressive. Second, to the
extent that Chinese fathers, relative to mothers, en-
gage in more psychological control, girls are more
relationally aggressive. It is unclear why significant
differential effects were not obtained for boys
(although one path approached significance). These
results suggest that inconsistencies in parenting may
contribute uniquely to the appearance of aggressive
behavior in Chinese children, especially girls. Over-
all, the combined and differential effects also suggest
that specificity of relationships between forms of
aversive parenting and child aggression subtypes
(e.g., physical coercion being predictive of physical
but not relational aggression) are hard to come by.

Of interest is the finding that the effects of avers-
ive parenting appeared to differ by gender of child.
In particular, aggression in girls was predominantly
linked to psychological control whereas physical
coercion was associated with aggressive behavior in
boys. These findings suggest that sensitivity to pa-
rental control may vary by gender. This notion of
gendered sensitivity appears consistent with West-
ern data regarding the impact of relational aggres-
sion in the peer group. Relational aggression is often
cited as the most representative form of aggressive
peer interaction among girls (Crick, Bigbee, &
Howes, 1996; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Crick et al.,
1999; French, Jansen, & Pidada, 2002; Park et al.,
2005). In addition, prior research also shows that the
interpersonal nature of relationally aggressive epi-
sodes (social exclusion, gossip, disagreements with
friends) is more upsetting for girls than for boys
(Crick, Grotpeter, & Bigbee, 2002; Leadbeater, Blatt,
& Quinlan, 1995; Leadbeater, Kuperminc, Blatt, &
Hertzog, 1999; Rudolph & Hammen, 1999; Rudolph
et al., 2000). Thus, it appears that the sensitivities of
girls may be consistent across the parent – child and
peer group contexts, in that girls appear to be more
sensitive to behaviors that manipulate or threaten
established relationships in either context.

In contrast, boys are consistently found to be more
physically coercive with peers than their female
counterparts (Coie & Dodge, 1998; Crick et al., 1999)
and most distressed by instrumental concerns and
physical dominance issues (Leadbeater et al., 1995,
1999; Rudolph & Hammen, 1999; Rudolph et al.,
2000). Accordingly, physically coercive parenting
appears to parallel the types of provocations that
matter most to boys in the peer group. Therefore, if
the same sensitivities apply in China for boys and
girls (a matter for future research to document),
psychological control or physically coercive control
may hold more sway in influencing the behaviors of
girls or boys, respectively. This gender-sensitivity

perspective contrasts with previous hypotheses that
the effects of aversive parenting on child aggression
may be most pronounced in same-gender parent –
child dyads (Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997).

Although a number of previous studies of avers-
ive parenting and child aggression have been con-
ducted in China (Chang et al., 2003, 2004; Chen et al.,
1997, 2001, 2002; Olsen et al., 2002; Yang et al., 2004),
few studies have focused on psychological control, a
type of discipline considered to be an ‘‘intrusion into
the developing child’s self-expressionFwhatever
form of expression that might be’’ (Barber, 1996,
p. 3315). There is need to study the impact of this
parenting style on self-expression as it varies from
young childhood through late adolescence. The re-
sults of this study show that psychological control is
connected to child behavioral difficulties as early as
preschool, when self-expression is yet in its forma-
tive stages.

The results of this study also provide greater un-
derstanding of the range of controlling behaviors
that Chinese parents may engage in, thereby con-
tributing to the current debate over the meaning of
authoritarian control. This study appears to confirm
the common-process viewpoint as it relates to harsher
forms of parenting. Particularly negative parenting
(physical coercion and psychological control), shown
to be associated with children’s aggression in West-
ern studies, also predicts negative child outcomes in
China. Thus, authoritarian parenting, contrary to
Chao’s (1994) initial contentions, is not irrelevant in
describing the nature and influence of Chinese
parenting. Nonetheless, there may also be important
cultural differences in less extreme forms of author-
itarian parenting (e.g., Chao’s notion of training).
There is also value in looking beyond parenting
constructs originally derived in Western cultures to
identify potentially indigenous parenting constructs
that coincide with unique child outcomes (Chao,
1994; Wu et al., 2002). Further studies are needed to
assess whether ‘‘training’’ is associated with more
than academic outcomes for Chinese children. Fur-
thermore, Chao’s work has focused on adolescents,
and studies with other age groups are needed to
assess whether training is an important parenting
phenomenon across development.

The findings of this study are in alignment with
Rohner’s parental acceptance – rejection theory (PAR-
Theory; Khaleque & Rohner, 2002), which posits that
children’s psychological adjustment is directly re-
lated to the degree to which they feel accepted by
their parents. In particular, Rohner hypothesizes that
this association holds for children anywhere in the
world, irrespective of their unique culture, ethnicity,
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race, gender, or socioeconomic status. Hostility/ag-
gression is considered to be one of the fundamental
reactions to denial of parental acceptance, and the
results of this study further enhance the evidence
supporting this hypothesis, inclusive of both physi-
cal and relational forms of aggression.

Furthermore, on the basis of PARTheory, a child’s
perceptions of parental acceptance or rejection may
be the defining feature of possible cultural differ-
ences in indigenous meanings of parental behavior.
This is consistent with the foundation of Chao’s ar-
gument that milder forms of authoritarian parenting
(nondemocratic control) in ChinaFthat she refers to
as trainingFmay be perceived by Chinese children
as a sign of parental involvement and concern. In
contrast, physically coercive and psychologically
controlling parenting seem unlikely to be perceived
by children in any culture to be a sign of parental
acceptance. In line with this argument, Lau and
Cheung (1987) have referred to order-maintaining
and dominating control as respectively function-
al and dysfunctional forms of control in Asian
parenting.

Some have argued, however, that aversive
parenting, such as physical discipline, may vary in
its effects by culture, in that (nonabusive) spanking,
in the context of an otherwise warm relationship,
may not contribute to child behavior problems (an
idea consistent with the notion of parenting style;
Baumrind, 1996). For example, there is currently
controversy regarding the notion that corporal pun-
ishment among African Americans may not be as-
sociated with child aggression as it is in European
Americans (e.g., Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997;
Polaha, Larzelere, Shapiro, & Pettit, 2004). However,
the findings appear equivocal as some studies find a
negative relation, some no relation, and others a
positive relation between physical discipline and
child aggression among African Americans (Polaha
et al., 2004). Furthermore, there is evidence that
corporal punishment is associated with perceptions
of parental rejection and negative psychological ad-
justment (including aggression) in cultures where
the majority of both parents and children endorse its
regular use and perceive it as good parenting (La-
nsford et al., 2005; Rohner, Kean, & Cournoyer, 1991).
Moreover, the idea that warmth in the parent – child
relationship may moderate the relation between
aversive discipline and child aggression has not been
tested in many studies to date. One exception is that
of McLoyd and Smith (2002), who analyzed the
longitudinal connections between maternal spank-
ing and problem behavior over a 6-year period (us-
ing the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth).

Findings were compared across European American,
African American, and Hispanic children. Results
showed that maternal emotional support moderated
the connection between spanking and behavioral
problems. In particular, spanking predicted increases
in problem behavior over time in the context of low
maternal emotional support. In contrast, no connec-
tion between spanking and problem behavior was
observed in the context of high maternal emotional
support. Significantly, this pattern of results held for
all three ethnic groups, not just African Americans.

This study is also instrumental in advancing re-
search related to the development of relational ag-
gression in young children. In contrast with physical
aggression, research regarding relational aggression
or its correlates is relatively sparse. This is especially
true in regard to familial contributions to relationally
aggressive behavior (Park et al., 2005). This study is
one of few studies that has empirically distinguished
relational aggression from physical aggression in
Chinese culture (see also Yang et al., 2004). Although
relational aggression may be practiced in (yet un-
recognized) culturally nuanced ways in China, suc-
cessful measurement of the construct, based on
current Western conceptualization, suggests that re-
lational aggression may be generally applicable
across cultures (Crick et al., 1999; French et al., 2002;
Yang et al., 2004). The present study also extends
past research in showing that relational aggression is
significantly associated with negative parenting
styles as early as preschool (e.g. Hart et al., 1998;
Hart, Nelson et al., 2000; Yang et al., 2004).

Furthermore, the findings of this study reinforce
the importance of considering the influence of both
mothers and fathers. The majority of previous re-
search examining parenting styles and practices has
focused on maternal effects. This study further clar-
ifies that Chinese fathers are important in ensuring
the success of their children, whether it be social or
academic (Chen et al., 2000: Ho, 1987; Stevenson,
Chen, & Lee, 1992). In fact, the results of studies
conducted by Chen et al. and Chang et al., over-
viewed in the introduction, indicate that father in-
fluences may loom larger than mother effects in
predicting childhood aggression in the Chinese cul-
ture. This assertion appears consistent with the
Chinese proverb, ‘‘strict father, kind mother’’ (Lau et
al., 1990). However, when statistically assessing the
interplay of maternal and paternal influence, results
of this study suggest that the cumulative and dif-
ferential influence of mothers and fathers may each
predict childhood aggression. Even though tradi-
tional and contemporary Chinese families empha-
size the father as the authority figure (Chen et al.,
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2001), the way that mothers interact with their chil-
dren may carry equivalent weight in the socializa-
tion of aggression, especially when parents jointly
engage in high levels of aversive parenting.

The statistical model estimated here reflects a di-
rection of effect from parent to child. Yet difficult
(aggressive) child dispositions may also elicit nega-
tive parenting, and the two may interact in systemic
ways (Bell & Chapman, 1986; Lytton, 1990). Accord-
ingly, future research should test parent – child non-
recursive models having reciprocal effects. Generally
speaking, Chinese parents use aversive parenting
with greater frequency once children reach what Ho
(1986) describes as the age of understanding, or
dongshi, at around 6 years of age (see also Stevenson
et al., 1992; Wu, 1996). Accordingly, although Chinese
parents engage in sufficient behavior reflective of
caring and concern, coercive and controlling patterns
of interaction become more prevalent as children
appear capable of understanding. Ho (1986) also
emphasizes that certain child characteristics are more
evocative of aversive parenting among Chinese par-
ents. In particular, Chinese parents are preoccupied
with emotional impulse control owing to cultural
expectations that heavily emphasize modest and re-
served behavior (cf. Porter et al., 2005). Accordingly, a
Chinese child who exhibits physically or relationally
aggressive behavior with peers (a manifestation of
poor impulse control) may be especially prone to
evoke negative parenting behavior (assuming parents
are aware of such behavior). Alternatively, Larzelere,
Kuhn, and Johnson (2004) have recently suggested
that associations between physical discipline and
child outcomes may be due to selection effects, as the
frequency of any parental intervention (positive or
negative discipline) may reflect the frequency of the
child’s misbehavior (to which the parent is respond-
ing). Future studies with more sophisticated research
designs and analytic approaches (e.g., longitudinal
studies, controlling for initial aggression) are needed
to further probe these possibilities.

The findings of this study are limited in several
ways. First, every methodology for assessing
parenting has strengths and limitations (Holden,
2001). Although we tried to minimize some of the
concerns attendant with self-report questionnaires
by using spouse report questionnaires, the latter may
have their own inherent limitations (e.g., they could
reflect transient states about how spouses feel about
each other). Likewise, peer behavior nominations
have potential limitations (e.g., reputation bias; at-
tention and recall biases). However, given their daily
interaction with each other, peers may more accu-
rately perceive salient behaviors such as aggression

relative to teachers and observers in limited contexts
(McNeilly-Choque et al., 1996).

Another limitation deals with our modeling of the
differential construct. Our study parsimoniously
treats parental differences in traditional terms as a
gender-based difference, which may not be the only
or most important difference worth examining. For
example, one might conceptualize differential
parenting in terms of general variability between the
parents (regardless of which parent is significantly
higher in their parenting scores). However, within
our latent variable framework, it has been a suffi-
cient methodological challenge to model ordinary
(signed) latent differences, let alone absolute or
squared differences. Nonetheless, future studies may
be able to develop theoretical justifications (and
methodological innovations) for alternative mode-
ling approaches for dealing with differences between
parents, and for disentangling how mothers’ and
fathers’ parenting are linked to child outcomes (e.g.,
Stolz, Barber, & Olsen, 2005).

Furthermore, results with a sample from only one
area in mainland China (Beijing) should not be
considered as representative of the diverse cultures
or regions that exist within China. For example,
previous research suggests that important societal
differences in parenting may exist across samples
from mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan
(Berndt, Cheung, Lau, Hau, & Lew, 1993). However,
studies conducted by other research groups in Be-
ijing (e.g., Chen et al., 2001) and Hong Kong (e.g.,
Chang et al., 2004) have yielded similar findings,
with aversive parenting being predictive of aggres-
sive/disruptive child behaviors. The parents in this
sample were also highly educated, and different re-
sults may be obtained with less educated popula-
tions, as suggested by Leung et al. (1998). Finally,
findings obtained here may not be reflective of those
that might be obtained with older children and ad-
olescents. There is much yet to be learned about how
Chinese parents may adapt their parenting as de-
velopment progresses. Despite these limitations, this
study represents a significant contribution to a field
of rapidly expanding focus. The results provide
further impetus and direction for research regarding
the interplay between parenting and child aggres-
sion, both within China and across diverse cultures.
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