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Abstract

:

Harsh discipline during childhood (psychological aggression and corporal punishment) has been found to be an early risk factor for adolescent aggressive behavior. However, previous studies have mainly examined the relationship between harsh discipline as a whole and the level of adolescent aggressive behavior. This study investigates the effects of childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment on the initial levels and rate of change in adolescent aggressive behavior, as well as the mediating role of self-compassion in this relationship. Using cluster sampling, a three-wave follow-up assessment was conducted on 1214 high-school students (60.7% boys; mean age at Wave 1 = 15.46 ± 0.71). The results showed that childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment had a positive predictive effect on the development level of adolescent aggressive behavior. However, only childhood psychological aggression significantly directly attenuated the decline rate of adolescent aggressive behavior. In addition, both childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment indirectly affected the initial levels and growth rate of adolescent aggressive behavior through self-compassion. These findings could provide potential targets for prevention and intervention programs aimed at improving aggressive behavior in Chinese adolescents.
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1. Introduction


Adolescent aggressive behavior is an important social issue that requires attention globally. It can be defined as any behavior directed towards oneself or others with the intention of causing harm [1]. A recent report by the World Health Organization (WHO) estimated that four out of ten young people aged 10 to 29 had engaged in physical conflicts with others in the year prior to the study, and approximately one-fourth of adolescents experienced bullying in the past month [2]. Additionally, schools may be the most common setting for adolescent aggressive behavior, which includes verbal abuse, physical fights, and self-harm, posing serious threats to students’ physical and psychological well-being and school safety [3,4]. Previous research has shown that adolescent aggressive behavior can lead to irreparable harm for both the aggressors and victims, including emotional distress, academic disengagement, social difficulties [5,6], and even future criminal behavior that is closely associated with aggressive behavior during this period [7]. Therefore, gaining a deeper understanding of adolescent aggressive behavior and exploring the mechanisms of its risk factors are of great significance for the positive development of adolescents. This study aims to explore the relationship between childhood harsh discipline and the development of adolescent aggressive behavior, as well as the potential mediating role of self-compassion in this association.



Adolescence is a critical period for the development of aggressive behavior [8], which can be manifested through both the initial level and the rate of change. The social–cognitive information-processing model of aggression [9] suggests that harsh and punitive parenting styles by parents are important risk factors for adolescents’ adoption of aggression as a problem-solving strategy. Therefore, the developmental changes in adolescent aggressive behavior may be related to the experiences of harsh parenting during childhood. Harsh discipline is a common form of negative parenting during childhood, including harsh psychological aggression and corporal punishment [10]. Previous research has found that parents often employ harsh parenting styles during childhood to teach social norms and correct undesirable behavior [11]. However, adults who have experienced harsh discipline during childhood have been found to exhibit more external aggressive behavior in daily life [12]. It is worth noting that only a few studies have explained the relationship between harsh discipline and the level of adolescent aggressive behavior development [13], and there has been limited attention to the impact of harsh discipline on the rate of change in adolescent aggressive behavior. Moreover, existing research on the relationship between parental harsh discipline and children’s aggressive behavior has mainly focused on corporal punishment or overall harsh discipline, while little attention has been paid to the unique effects of two common types of harsh discipline, psychological aggression and corporal punishment, and the underlying mechanisms between the two and adolescent aggression.



1.1. Relationship between Psychological Aggression/Corporal Punishment during Childhood and Developmental Changes in Adolescent Aggressive Behavior


Adolescence is often referred to as a period of “storm and stress”, characterized by heightened fluctuations in emotions and interpersonal distress [14], as well as a heightened desire for sensation seeking and risk taking [15]. Meanwhile, the brain mechanisms and neural circuits associated with aggressive behavior are in a state of developmental mismatch or imbalance during this period, which may make it difficult for adolescents to regulate and inhibit their aggressive impulses, increasing the risk of engagement in aggressive behavior [16]. Although previous research indicates that the majority of adolescents show an overall decline in aggressive behavior as they age [17,18], there is still a subset of adolescents who exhibit persistently high levels of aggression [17,19]. Moreover, considering that the consequences of aggressive behavior often accumulate and may have long-lasting negative effects on subsequent outcomes [20,21], further exploration of risk factors that contribute to the development of adolescent aggressive behavior is necessary. Additionally, there are distinctions between the initial level and developmental trajectories of aggressive behavior [22]. The former reflects both the development of adolescent aggression and significantly predicts future levels of aggression [23], whereas the latter reflects the rate of change in adolescent aggressive behavior. Therefore, examining both the initial level and the rate of change in adolescent aggressive behavior is conducive to further revealing the pattern of change in adolescent aggressive behavior and the role of risk factors in the developmental changes in adolescent aggressive behavior.



In recent years, there has been increasing attention on the impact of harsh discipline on the development of aggressive behavior in children and adolescents [24,25]. Researchers have distinguished between psychological aggression and corporal punishment within harsh discipline. Psychological aggression refers to the use of language and symbolic behaviors by parents to cause psychological pain or fear in children, while corporal punishment involves the use of physical force to make children experience pain, without the intention to cause deliberate harm [26], both of which are widely used by parents in childhood. The social–cognitive information-processing model of aggression suggests that both types of harsh discipline may provide children with negative examples of physical and verbal aggression, making them more likely to adopt the same strategies to cope with emotions or interpersonal problems in the future. Furthermore, various forms of corporal punishment have been found to be risk factors for different stages of aggressive behavior [27,28]. In contrast, previous research has paid less attention to the relationship between psychological aggression and the development of aggressive behavior. Compared to physical violence, psychological aggression is more common and hidden, and some parents may not even be aware of the potential threats to their children’s future development posed by this parenting style [11,29]. However, similar to corporal punishment, parental psychological aggression may also increase children’s aggressive behavior [25,30]. Therefore, it is necessary to comprehensively examine the potential adverse effects of childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment on the development of adolescent aggressive behavior.



Additionally, there is limited evidence indicating a relationship between harsh discipline and the initial level and rate of change in adolescent aggressive behavior. Research with children by Prinzie et al. [31] suggests that higher levels of coercive parenting behaviors by parents are associated with higher initial levels of child aggressive behavior and slower declines. Moreover, Baydar and Akcinar [32] found that harsh parenting at age 4 positively predicts the developmental trajectory of aggressive behavior in children aged 4–7. These two studies are most relevant to the research question proposed in this study, but neither of them distinguishes between psychological aggression and corporal punishment, and Baydar and Akcinar only examined the parenting styles of mothers. Furthermore, the developmental characteristics of aggressive behavior during childhood and adolescence may differ [33]. In contrast, this study will comprehensively examine the impact of experiencing different types of harsh discipline during childhood on the initial level and rate of change of aggressive behavior during adolescence. Based on the literature mentioned above, we propose the following hypotheses:



Hypothesis 1.

Aggressive behavior continues to develop during adolescence and shows a declining trend.





Hypothesis 2.

Parental psychological aggression and corporal punishment in children positively and directly predict the initial level of adolescent aggressive behavior.





Hypothesis 3.

Parental psychological aggression and corporal punishment in children negatively predict the rate of change of adolescent aggressive behavior.






1.2. The Mediating Role of Self-Compassion


The general aggression model [34,35] and recent research suggest that self-compassion may serve as a potential mediator between harsh discipline during childhood and the development of aggressive behavior in adolescence [13]. In this model, negative parenting styles experienced in childhood serve as distal environmental factors that increase the likelihood of engaging in aggressive behavior by interfering with an individual’s internal states (i.e., cognition, affect, and arousal) [34]. Self-compassion refers to adopting a supportive, connected, and present attitude when experiencing failure, inadequacy, and suffering [36]. This adaptive cognitive–emotional regulation strategy consists of three relative components: self-kindness rather than self-judgment, mindfulness rather than overidentification, and recognition that one’s pain and struggles are part of shared humanity rather than isolated experiences [37].



Firstly, childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment may impair adolescent self-compassion. Evidence exploring the developmental pathways of self-compassion suggests that self-compassion stems from positive interactions with caregivers in childhood (for reviews, see [36,38]). Specifically, parents who express care and warmth may guide children in forming positive beliefs about themselves and their relationships with others, leading to a tendency to provide support for themselves and others [39]. Conversely, children who are chronically exposed to low-warmth, high-rejection parenting environments are more likely to perceive the external environment as hostile and unsafe and view themselves and others negatively, thus making it difficult for them to develop self-compassion [40]. Once such internal processing patterns are formed during childhood, they may persist into adolescence and influence the development of aggressive behavior [38].



In addition, self-compassion may reduce the occurrence and development of adolescent aggressive behavior. Previous research in adult samples has shown that individuals with self-compassion are more accepting of their own and others’ flaws, exhibit more positive interpersonal behaviors, and display less detachment, control, and verbal or physical aggression, compared to individuals lacking self-compassion [13,41,42]. However, representative evidence for adolescents is lacking in such studies. Moreover, there is a lack of focus on the development trajectory of aggressive behavior rather than its level of development. Adolescence is a unique period of self-awareness development, during which individuals become increasingly concerned about their own successes and setbacks, and their understanding of these events may directly influence their coping strategies with themselves and others [43]. Therefore, it is necessary to enhance understanding of the role of self-compassion in reducing the initial level and rate of development of adolescent aggressive behavior.



In conclusion, we have reason to believe that self-compassion may mediate the relationship between harsh discipline during childhood and the development changes of adolescent aggressive behavior. However, this hypothesis has received limited attention and it is not yet clear how different forms of harsh discipline are linked to the initial level and rate of development of adolescent aggressive behavior through self-compassion. Based on the above theory and the findings of previous studies, we propose the following hypotheses:



Hypothesis 4.

Self-compassion mediates the relationship between psychological aggression during childhood and the initial level/development rate of adolescent aggressive behavior.





Hypothesis 5.

Self-compassion mediates the relationship between corporal punishment during childhood and the initial level/development rate of adolescent aggressive behavior.






1.3. Current Study


This study aims to further explore the relationship between harsh discipline during childhood and the development of adolescent aggressive behavior and to reveal the potential mechanisms underlying this relationship. The main research objectives include: (1) exploring the developmental changes of adolescent aggressive behavior; (2) simultaneously examining the impact of psychological aggression and corporal punishment during childhood on the initial level and rate of change of adolescent aggressive behavior; (3) investigating the mediating role of self-pity in the relationship between psychological aggression and corporal punishment during childhood and the initial level and rate of change of adolescent aggressive behavior. Considering that adolescent gender, age, and SES may have an impact on adolescent aggressive behavior [34,44], this study will control for these variables in subsequent analyses.





2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Participants


Using a cluster sampling method, high-school students from an urban middle school in an eastern province of China were selected as the participants for this study. Three consecutive questionnaire surveys were conducted with a 6-month interval. A total of 1214 questionnaires were distributed in the first test, with the average age of the participants being 15.46 ± 0.71 years and 60.7% being male. Due to transfers and leaves, 1037 and 964 questionnaires were collected in the second and third tests, respectively.




2.2. Measurements


2.2.1. Harsh Discipline during Childhood


The parental conflict tactics scale, developed by Straus et al. [45] and revised by Leung et al. [46], was used to assess the level of harsh discipline during childhood as perceived by adolescents. The psychological aggression and physical punishment subscales consisted of 16 items on a 7-point scale, with 1 indicating “never” and 7 indicating “almost every day”. Participants were asked to recall the frequency of experiencing two types of harsh discipline from their parents during their childhood. The mean score was calculated, with higher scores indicating higher levels of harsh discipline from parents. Previous research has shown that this questionnaire has good reliability and validity when used with Chinese adolescent populations [26]. The Cronbach’s α for the psychological aggression scale in this study was 0.86, and for the corporal punishment scale it was 0.96.




2.2.2. Self-Compassion


The Self-Compassion Scale by Neff [47] was used to measure self-compassion in this study. The scale consists of 26 items and is composed of six subscales: self-kindness, common humanity, mindfulness, isolation, self-judgment, and over-identification. The first three subscales represent the positive aspects of self-compassion, while the last three subscales reflect the negative aspects of self-compassion (reverse scored). All items were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The Chinese version of the scale has been shown to have good reliability and structural validity in Chinese samples [48]. In the present study, the Cronbach’s α for the scale was 0.87.




2.2.3. Aggressive Behavior


The present study was assessed using the aggression subscale of the Youth Risk Behavior Questionnaire (YRBS) developed by Brener et al. [49] and adapted by Zhou et al. [50]. The Chinese version of this scale has been demonstrated to have good reliability and construct validity in Chinese samples [51]. The aggressive behavior scale includes three items: “engaging in violent conflicts with others”, “getting into arguments with others”, and “engaging in self-harming behavior”. Participants rate their behavior on a 3-point scale (1 = never, 3 = almost always) based on the past six months. In this study, the Cronbach’s α values for adolescent aggressive behavior at T1, T2, and T3 were 0.77, 0.84, and 0.87, respectively.




2.2.4. Socio-Economic Status


Participants evaluated their subjective socio-economic status (SES) on a scale from 1 to 10, with 10 representing the highest advantage in terms of money, education, and employment and 1 representing the most disadvantaged position (M = 4.65, SD = 1.40).





2.3. Procedure


First, the purpose, procedures, and instructions of the assessment were explained to the school leaders and teachers by psychologists. Written informed consent forms from the parents and adolescents were collected before conducting the online questionnaire assessment. Specifically, the adolescents were organized by their teachers to fill out the questionnaire in the school’s computer room. The instructions for the questionnaire clearly explained the need to answer the questions with as much focus as possible and emphasized that there were no right or wrong answers; they just needed to provide independent responses based on their actual experiences. The participants were informed that they could choose not to complete all the items if they felt uncomfortable or refused to answer. Additionally, the participants were assured that the collected data would be managed by the researchers and kept strictly confidential from their teachers. A unique ID number was assigned to each student for data matching purposes. Finally, ways to seek professional psychological help and advice were provided at the end of the questionnaire. All materials and procedures of this study were approved by the Institute Review Board (IRB) of Zhejiang Normal University; the ethical code is D2020009.




2.4. Data Analysis


Data Integrity: Little’s MCAR test [52] revealed that the missing data in this study were completely random (χ2 = 58.43, df = 48, p = 0.14). Therefore, this study utilized the expectation-maximization (EM)-based multiple imputation method to handle missing data [53,54].



In a preliminary step, the critical assumptions of the SEM were examined using SPSS 26.0. Firstly, the normality assumption was tested to determine whether each study variable approximated a normal distribution. The Shapiro–Wilk test values for childhood psychological abuse and physical punishment, adolescent self-compassion, and aggressive behavior at corresponding time points were all non-significant (p > 0.05). Additionally, the skewness and kurtosis values of all variables ranged from 1.08 to 2.34 (<3.29), indicating that the data were approximately normally distributed [55]. Secondly, the multicollinearity analysis results showed that the tolerance values for all predictor variables ranged from 0.48 to 0.57 (>0.1), and the variance inflation factor ranged from 1.05 to 1.75 (<10), indicating the absence of multicollinearity issues among the predictor variables [56]. Thirdly, the assumption of homoscedasticity was examined. The Levene’s Test of Equality of Variances showed no statistical differences in the variances of the outcome variables across groups (0.08 ≤ p ≤ 0.41), indicating that the assumption of equal variances was met. Based on these results, descriptive statistics and correlation analyses were performed using SPSS 26.0.



Subsequently, a structural equation model (SEM) was established and analyzed using Mplus 8.3 in three steps based on the research objectives. First, an unconditional latent growth model (LGM) was employed to examine the developmental trajectory of adolescent aggressive behavior [57]. The LGM extracted the intercept and slope when describing the trajectory of variable development. The intercept represented the initial level of variable development, with all factor loadings fixed at 1. The slope represented the rate of variable development. According to the requirements of the LGM, a linear trajectory was fitted in this study; thus, the factor loadings of the slope were fixed at 0, 1, and 2 [57]. Second, a conditional latent growth model was developed using data on childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment at the first measurement to examine their direct predictive effects on the intercept and slope of adolescent aggressive behavior. At the same time, the influence of adolescent gender, age, and SES on the intercept and slope of aggressive behavior was controlled to reduce potential interference from these variables on the direct effects of childhood harsh discipline. Third, on the basis of the second step, the mediating effect of self-compassion between childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment and the intercept and slope of adolescent aggressive behavior were further examined, and the significance of the mediation effect was verified using the bootstrap method.





3. Results


3.1. Common Methodological Biases


This study controlled and tested the issue of common method bias through three steps. Firstly, in terms of procedures, this study emphasized anonymity, confidentiality, and the use of data solely for scientific research during the data collection process. Additionally, reverse scoring was applied to certain items. Secondly, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted to examine the common method bias in the data. The results showed that 10 factors had eigenvalues greater than 1, and the total variance explained by the first factor was 22.08%, which was below the critical threshold of 40% [58]. Furthermore, this study aggregated the three items with the highest factor loadings from each scale as corresponding latent variable indicators [59]. The confirmatory factor analysis of the single-factor model indicated poor model fit: χ2 = 4206.36, df = 103, CFI = 0.63, TLI = 0.45, RMSEA = 0.23, and SRMR = 0.15. Therefore, there was no apparent common method bias in this study.




3.2. Descriptive Statistics


The descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation coefficients are presented in Table 1. The results showed that, both within waves and across waves, there were positive correlations between harsh discipline during childhood, psychological aggression, and adolescent aggressive behavior. Additionally, self-pity was negatively correlated with harsh discipline during childhood, corporal punishment, and adolescent aggressive behavior.




3.3. Development Changes of Adolescent Aggressive Behavior


Latent growth models (LGMs) were used to examine the development trajectory of adolescent aggressive behavior. The results from the sample of this study (as shown in Table 2) demonstrated that the model of the development trajectory of adolescent aggressive behavior fit well and exhibited a linear declining trend. Furthermore, there was a significant negative correlation between the initial level (intercept) and the rate of change (slope) in adolescent aggression.




3.4. Direct Effects of Psychological Aggression and Corporal Punishment during Childhood on the Initial Level and Rate of Development of Adolescent Aggressive Behavior


Using psychological aggression and corporal punishment during childhood as predictor variables and adolescent aggressive behavior as the outcome variable, a conditional growth model was constructed (see Figure 1) to examine whether psychological aggression and corporal punishment could predict the initial level and rate of development of adolescent aggressive behavior. The results revealed that after controlling for adolescent gender, age, and SES, the conditional model fit well (χ2/df = 1.04, CFI = 0.999, TLI = 0.998, RMSEA = 0.01). Both psychological aggression and corporal punishment significantly positively predicted the intercept of adolescent aggressive behavior (β = 0.42, p < 0.001; β = 0.65, p < 0.001). Additionally, only childhood experience of psychological aggression directly slowed down the declining rate of adolescent aggressive behavior (β = −0.09, p = 0.018), and the direct predictive effect of childhood corporal punishment experiences on the rate of development of adolescent aggressive behavior was not significant (β = −0.04, p = 0.289). This suggests that the higher the level of psychological aggression and corporal punishment in childhood, the higher the initial level of adolescent aggression, and that the experience of psychological aggression in childhood impedes the rate of decline in adolescent aggressive behavior.




3.5. Mediating Role of Self-Compassion


Based on the direct prediction model, the mediating effect of self-compassion on the relationship between childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment and the development trajectory of adolescent aggressive behavior was examined. The results showed that the model fit well (χ2/df = 1.74, CFI = 0.994, TLI = 0.983, RMSEA = 0.03), and the final model is shown in Figure 2.



The direct paths between childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment, adolescent self-compassion, and the initial level and rate of development of aggressive behavior are shown in Table 3. After controlling for gender, age, and SES, childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment significantly and positively predicted initial levels of adolescent aggression and negatively predicted adolescent self-compassion. In addition, childhood psychological aggression negatively predicted the rate of decline in adolescent aggression, and adolescent self-compassion positively predicted the rate of decline in adolescent aggression.



Moreover, bootstrapping (repeated sampling 1000 times) was used to validate the mediating effect of self-compassion. The model included four indirect paths: (1) psychological aggression → self-compassion → intercept of adolescent aggressive behavior; (2) psychological aggression → self-compassion → slope of adolescent aggressive behavior; (3) corporal punishment → self-compassion → intercept of adolescent aggressive behavior; (4) corporal punishment → self-compassion → slope of adolescent aggressive behavior. The bootstrap results showed that all four indirect paths were significant (see Table 4), indicating that childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment could indirectly influence the development of adolescent aggressive behavior, and self-compassion played a longitudinal mediating role in these association.





4. Discussion


Adolescence was a critical period of individual development, but the imbalance between physiological maturity and psychological development increased the risk of engagement in aggressive behaviors among adolescents [16]. However, previous studies predominantly focused on exploring the influencing factors and underlying mechanisms of adolescent aggressive behavior, lacking attention to the relationship between parenting styles during childhood and the developmental trajectory of adolescent aggression. Therefore, based on the social–cognitive information-processing models of aggression and general aggression models, the present study comprehensively explored the relationship between two typical childhood harsh disciplinary styles, psychological aggression and corporal punishment, and the initial level and developmental rate of adolescent aggression, and innovatively examined the mediating role of self-compassion in these relationships. The findings of this study provided additional evidence for theories related to harsh discipline, adolescent self-compassion, and the development of aggressive behavior. They also offered valuable insights for preventive and intervention programs aimed at improving adolescent aggressive behavior.



4.1. Developmental Changes in Adolescent Aggressive Behavior


Consistent with Hypothesis 1 and previous research suggesting a normative developmental trend of decreasing adolescent aggressive behavior with age [17,18], results from our sample in this study indicated an overall decline in adolescent aggressive behavior during the measurement period. This may be attributed to the gradual development of the brain cortex and the accumulation of social skills, enabling adolescents to consider the adverse consequences of aggressive behavior in the long term and to adopt more appropriate problem-solving strategies [60]. At the same time, the maturation of self-regulation abilities also helps adolescents to inhibit their destructive emotions and behavioral responses [61]. Additionally, participants in this study were first-year high-school students who were transitioning into high-school life at the time of the initial survey. This transition altered the familiar interpersonal and school environment for adolescents, bringing about more emotional fluctuations and changes in relationships, which increased the occurrence rate of aggressive behavior during this stage [62]. However, as adolescents gradually adapt to the new campus environment and establish new interpersonal relationships, their aggressive behavior also decreases.



Furthermore, there was a negative correlation between the initial level of adolescent aggressive behavior and the rate of decline in aggressive behavior throughout the measurement period. This suggests that the higher the initial level of adolescent aggressive behavior, the faster the rate of decline. Conversely, the lower the initial level of adolescent aggressive behavior, the slower the rate of decline. This finding supports previous research that suggests that the developmental differences in externalizing behavior among adolescents may gradually diminish with age [63,64]. It also indicates that aggressive behavior that does not slow down or even continues to increase during this stage may be atypical and portend significant future social adjustment problems for the individual [16], and it is necessary to focus on early risk factors that may undermine this normative developmental trend.




4.2. Direct Effects of Childhood Psychological Aggression and Corporal Punishment on the Developmental Changes of Adolescent Aggressive Behavior


This study found that, after controlling for adolescent gender, age, and SES, childhood experiences of psychological aggression and corporal punishment positively predicted the initial levels of adolescent aggressive behavior, consistent with Hypothesis 2 and previous research findings [27,30], indicating that harsh discipline during childhood may have profound negative effects on adolescents. According to the social–cognitive information-processing model of aggression, a conflict-ridden and harsh parenting environment reinforces children to use similar aggressive strategies to deal with problems [9]. Specifically, during early life, children learn acceptable behavioral standards and the consequences of not complying with these standards through interactions with caregivers. The more frequently parents restrict and regulate children’s behavior through verbal insults, blame, and corporal punishment, the more likely children perceive aggressive behavior as a reasonable and effective problem-solving strategy. When they feel dissatisfied with themselves or others in the future, they tend to apply this strategy to control their emotions or the behavior of others [65].



Interestingly, the results also found that childhood psychological aggression directly slowed down the rate of decline in adolescent aggressive behavior, but the direct predictive effect of childhood corporal punishment was not significant, partially inconsistent with our Hypothesis 3. The reason for this discrepancy may be that psychological aggression tends to cause more covert and enduring psychological injuries to adolescents compared to corporal punishment [66], whereas corporal punishment is characterized by immediate physical pain. Thus, while adolescents who experience childhood corporal punishment show higher levels of aggressive behavior, they still experience a gradual decline in aggression over time. In contrast, negative or derogatory comments from parents during childhood may lead children to have persistent negative evaluations of themselves and the external environment, hindering their acquisition of adaptive problem-solving strategies in adolescence and making it difficult for them to manage their aggressive behavior in a more positive manner. These findings not only support the social–cognitive information-processing model of aggression and previous research findings [31,32], but also further deepen the understanding of the dynamic relationship between different forms of harsh discipline during childhood and the developmental changes in adolescent aggressive behavior.




4.3. Mediating Role of Self-Compassion


This study also examined the longitudinal mediating role of self-compassion in the relationship between psychological aggression and corporal punishment during childhood and the development of adolescent aggressive behavior. Consistent with Hypotheses 4 and 5, the results of this study indicated that all four indirect paths were significant. This suggests that besides direct predictions, psychological aggression and corporal punishment during childhood also have indirect effects on the development of adolescent aggressive behavior through other pathways. This is in line with the general aggression model and the main findings of previous domestic and international research [13,41,67]. The general aggression model supports the idea that the influence of distal developmental environments on the outcomes of individual aggressive behavior may be mediated through shaping individual internal states [34]. In this study, self-compassion was identified as an important proximal factor that mediates the impact of negative parenting practices on the development of adolescent aggressive behavior.



On one hand, we found that psychological aggression and corporal punishment during childhood hinder the development of self-compassion in adolescents. When children are subjected to long-term criticism, blame, and physical punishment from their parents, they may internalize these negative messages and perceive themselves as unworthy of sympathy and care. Moreover, adolescence is a critical period for the formation of self-concept, and adolescents during this period may exaggerate their negative childhood experiences and incorporate them into their self-evaluation, resulting in negative self-awareness [43,68]. In fact, previous cross-sectional studies have shown that harsh parenting practices lead to the formation of negative self-cognitive schemas in adolescents, hindering the development of self-compassion [69].



On the other hand, harsh discipline during childhood, as a form of psychological aggression and corporal punishment, can further impact the initial level and rate of change of adolescent aggressive behavior. Self-compassion, as a positive cognitive and emotional regulation strategy [67], can help adolescents view setbacks and failures in life more objectively and tend to see their own experiences as part of a shared experience with other adolescents. Conversely, adolescents with low self-compassion may perceive their own suffering as incomprehensible to others and view the world as unjust, thus being more likely to adopt aggression as a strategy for managing emotions and interpersonal problems [70]. Additionally, self-compassion can predict the rate of decline in adolescent aggressive behavior during the tracking period. Adolescents who have experienced more psychological aggression and corporal punishment during childhood may have lower levels of self-compassion. These adolescents find it more difficult to treat themselves and others with understanding and kindness [43] and often exhibit higher levels of anger and lower levels of forgiveness [71], which hinders their ability to adopt more mature defense strategies and coping mechanisms when faced with emotional distress and interpersonal conflict, ultimately leading to a slower decline in adolescent aggressive behavior.



These findings suggest that childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment may not only directly influence the initial level and rate of change of adolescent aggressive behavior but also enhance adolescent aggression by weakening their self-compassion, impeding the normative development of adolescent aggressive behavior. It is worth noting that adolescence is also an important period for self-concept and personality development [72]. Therefore, prevention and intervention measures aimed at reducing adolescent aggressive behavior may consider cultivating self-compassion as a promising strategy.





5. Limitations and Implications


There are some limitations in this study that need to be improved in future research. Firstly, the experiences of harsh discipline during childhood, self-compassion, and aggressive behavior in this study were all self-reported by adolescents. Although we ensured anonymity during the data collection process to enhance the truthfulness of the results, it is still difficult to avoid the problem of subjective bias that may arise in questionnaire studies. Future research should consider using multiple informant reports or combining various assessment methods to obtain more objective and diverse sources of data. Secondly, the participants in this study were all high-school students from eastern provinces in China, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other populations. This limitation can be addressed by increasing sample diversity. Thirdly, although this study used an LGM approach to examine the linear declining trend of adolescent aggressive behavior, the limited number of follow-up assessments prevented explorations of possible curvilinear growth trends. Future research can further explore the developmental trajectory of the secondary growth of the variables of interest by extending the tracking time and increasing the number of tracking times. Lastly, the research question of this study can be further expanded and deepened. For example, this study only examined the overall developmental levels and rates of change of adolescent aggressive behavior. Future research could comprehensively consider the developmental characteristics of different types of aggressive behaviors, such as physical aggression, verbal aggression, and indirect aggression, and systematically explore the similarities and differences in the impacts of harsh discipline during childhood on various aspects of aggressive behavior. In addition, self-compassion and compassion towards others may play different roles in the relationship between parenting styles and the development of adolescent social behavior [73]. Future research can delve into this topic in more detail.



Despite these limitations, this study has important theoretical and practical implications. From a theoretical perspective, the current study systematically examined the unique influences of psychological aggression and corporal punishment, two representative forms of harsh discipline during childhood, on the development of adolescent aggressive behavior through three waves of assessments at six-month intervals and revealed the mediating role of self-compassion. These findings deepen the understanding of the mechanisms linking negative parenting experiences during childhood with the development of aggressive behavior in adolescents, providing a new perspective on how adverse childhood experiences relate to future aggressive behavior. From a practical perspective, this study may provide theoretical guidance for the development of more targeted prevention and intervention efforts to address adolescent aggressive behavior in practice, especially among adolescents who have experienced harsh discipline. For example, this study found that self-compassion is an important mediator linking childhood psychological aggression and corporal punishment to the initial level and rate of change in adolescent aggressive behavior, suggesting that enhancing self-compassion may be an effective way to alleviate adolescent aggression [36]. In addition, the impact of harsh discipline during childhood on the development and changes in adolescent aggressive behavior suggests that parents adopting warm and positive parenting styles rather than strict discipline and negative punishment may be more beneficial for the social development of children and adolescents.
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Figure 1. The direct effects model. Int = intercept; Slp = slope. ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. The gender, age, and SES of adolescents were controlled in the model but not displayed in the figure for clarity of results. 
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Figure 2. The indirect effects model. Int = intercept; Slp = slope. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. The gender, age, and SES of adolescents were controlled in the model but not displayed in the figure for clarity of results. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables. (N = 1214.)
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	M ± SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9





	1. T1 PA
	2.65 ± 0.92
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	2. T2 CP
	1.69 ± 1.01
	0.65 ***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	3. T2 SC
	3.18 ± 0.40
	−0.13 ***
	−0.12 ***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	



	4. T1 AB
	1.41 ± 0.43
	0.15 ***
	0.19 ***
	−0.23 ***
	1
	
	
	
	
	



	5. T2 AB
	1.35 ± 0.40
	0.16 ***
	0.17 ***
	−0.24 ***
	0.32 ***
	1
	
	
	
	



	6. T3 AB
	1.31 ± 0.39
	0.15 ***
	0.17 ***
	−0.17 ***
	0.30 ***
	0.26 ***
	1
	
	
	



	7. Gender
	-
	0.03
	−0.07 *
	0.01
	−0.15 **
	−0.12 **
	−0.09 **
	1
	
	



	8. Age
	15.46 ± 0.71
	−0.01
	−0.01
	0.04
	0.02
	0.02
	0.03
	−0.01
	1
	



	9. SES
	4.65 ± 1.40
	−0.04
	−0.01
	0.04
	−0.03
	−0.07 *
	−0.03
	−0.05
	0.04
	1







Note. PA = psychological aggression; CP = corporal punishment; SC = self-compassion; AB = aggressive behavior. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.













 





Table 2. Model fit indices with intercepts and slopes for potential growth in adolescent aggressive behavior.
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