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Abstract: Background/Objectives. Adolescence is a critical developmental stage marked by the
exploration of independence and self‑identity. In this study, we aimed to examine the association
between indulgent parenting (characterized by high responsiveness and low demandingness) and
adolescents’ maladjustments across emotional, behavioral, and social domains. Methods. Using a
cross‑cultural sample of high school students from theU.S. (n = 268) andChina (n = 189), we tested the
hypotheses that indulgent parentingwas associatedwith adolescents’maladjustments, and that such
association varied by cultural context (U.S. vs. China) and parental gender. Results. The results from
Bayesian structural equation modeling supported the hypotheses, showing significant associations
between indulgent parenting and adolescents’ maladjustments and differences in the associations
across cultures and parental gender. Conclusions. The findings highlighted the need for culturally
informed parenting programs to foster healthy adolescent development.
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1. Introduction
Adolescence is a pivotal time for establishing crucial emotional, behavioral, and so‑

cial habits that are foundational for mental health, with nurturing family environments
being instrumental in this process [1]. At the same time, adolescence is a critical devel‑
opmental stage characterized by seeking independence and self‑recognition [2]. From
the parenting perspective [3–5], indulgent parenting is characterized by a high level of
warmth and a low level of behavioral control. As a multi‑dimensional construct, indul‑
gent parenting manifests in relational, behavioral, and material domains. It is conceptu‑
ally similar to permissive parenting [3], but different from overparenting, helicopter par‑
enting, or hovering in that indulgent parents are low in (behavioral) control rather than
being over‑controlling [6]. Indulgent parenting is an inappropriate parenting practice that
conflicts with developmental needs during adolescence. The association between indul‑
gent parenting and various aspects of adolescents’ maladjustments, such as emotional,
behavioral, and social problems, has been documented with mixed findings. Further‑
more, the contexts of these relationships remain unclear, with some studies suggesting
that cultural context might play an important role. For instance, indulgent parenting has
been generally associated with negative outcomes among U.S. adolescents (e.g., [7–9]), al‑
though with some exceptions ([10,11]). Some studies in other countries reported positive
outcomes (e.g., [12–15]). Derived from the person–environment fit model [16] with cul‑
tural perspectives [17], adolescents are likely to adjust better in environments that resonate
with their cultural attitudes, values, and experiences. This underscores the importance of
considering cultural contexts in studies of parenting style. The role of indulgent parent‑
ing, however, is less explored in Eastern culture, with the outcomes mostly focusing on
academic performance. The limited studies using samples from China also show mixed
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findings, with some suggesting parental indulgence related to better adjustments [18] and
others suggesting it related to maladjustments among adolescents [19]. The inconsistent
findings in the current literature indicate the potential significance of cultural differences
in the effects of indulgent parenting; however, there is no cross‑cultural study comparing
the associations directly.

The role of parental gender in the context of indulgent parenting is also critical but
underexplored. Although some research acknowledged the unique effects ofmaternal and
paternal behaviors [19], much of the current knowledge is based on an overall assessment
of parental indulgence, without differentiating between the roles of mothers and fathers
(e.g., [12,20]). This approach may conceal important differences in how mothering and
fathering separately contribute to adolescent development, potentially leading to an in‑
complete or biased understanding of parenting effects and family dynamics. This calls for
more research into how maternal and paternal indulgent practices uniquely affect adoles‑
cent development.

Addressing these gaps, in the current study, we aim to deepen the investigation into
the relationships between indulgent parenting and adolescents’ maladjustments in emo‑
tional (i.e., depression, anxiety, and stress), behavioral (i.e., aggression), and social do‑
mains (i.e., fear of missing out). We seek to elucidate the roles of cultural contexts by
comparing the U.S. and China, and to explore the influence of parental gender, thereby
providing a better understanding of the practices of indulgent parenting across different
cultural contexts and parental gender.

1.1. Indulgent Parenting in Adolescence: Theoretical Perspectives
Indulgent parenting, combining high responsivenesswith lowdemandingness, is one

of the four parenting styles in the traditional parenting framework [4,5]. Parents who prac‑
tice indulgent parenting are very responsive to their children’s needs and desires but do
not demand responsible and mature behavior from their children. Indulgent parenting
has been further operationalized into three dimensions: material, relational, and behav‑
ioral indulgence (e.g., [21,22]). Material indulgence refers to the ways in which parents
might over‑provide for their children’s material needs, such as buying children more toys,
gadgets, and clothes than they need and not setting limits on spending. Relational indul‑
gence involves the lack of boundaries and over‑involvement in the parent–child relation‑
ship, such as being excessively involved in the child’s life choices and doing things that
are supposed to be done by their children themselves. Behavioral indulgence focuses on
the low expectations parents have for their children’s behavior, characterized by rarely
enforcing rules through discipline and shielding their children from the consequences of
their misbehaviors.

The parenting framework [4,5] has been substantiated through empirical research
examining the relationship between parenting styles and child and adolescent develop‑
ment [23,24]. This body of research has indicated that children and adolescents raisedwith
indulgent parenting exhibited less favorable developmental outcomes, such as lower lev‑
els of self‑assertiveness and competence. Additionally, research has uncovered variations
in these outcomes across different racial, ethnic, and gender groups. While Baumrind’s
typology of parenting styles has been underpinned by some empirical research, the core
of her work is largely theoretical in nature [25].

Consistentwith established parenting theories, other developmental frameworks also
acknowledge the association between indulgent parenting and adolescents’
maladjustments, suggesting that such parenting is a mismatch with adolescents’ devel‑
opmental needs. The psychosocial development theory [2] marks adolescence as a critical
period for forging a strong and individual sense of identity with clear boundaries from
others, such as parents. Echoing Erikson, Havighurst [26] emphasized adolescence as a
time to prepare for adult roles such as partnership and family life, to achieve emotional
independence from parents, and to develop a value system to guide behavior. Likewise,
self‑determination theory highlights the burgeoningpsychological needs of adolescents for
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autonomy, competence, and relatedness, advocating for parenting approaches that evolve
to meet these needs [27]. Developmentally attuned parenting in adolescence entails foster‑
ing socialization in a way that promotes independence while reinforcing a stable sense of
self with clear guidance to certain behaviors. Although indulgent parenting is permissive
and supportive of self‑expression, it frequently lacks the provision of essential boundaries
and structure. While such parenting may foster openness and acceptance, allowing for
freedom and self‑exploration, it may inadvertently impede psychological growth by not
sufficiently encouraging effort, responsibility, and the establishment of socially accepted
values that direct behavior.

1.2. Indulgent Parenting and Adolescents’ Maladjustments
Indulgent parenting has not been as extensively researched as other parenting

paradigms, although it has shown a growth trend in recent years [13,21]. Consistent with
the theories, related research suggested an overall negative impact of indulgent parenting
on adolescents across multiple domains including emotional, behavioral, and social out‑
comes [9,19,21,28,29]. The findings, however, are rather mixed, with some other studies
suggesting the positive effects of indulgent parenting on adolescents’ growth, especially
when considering cultural contexts (e.g., [11,12,30]). This inconsistency in findings war‑
rants further investigation of cross‑cultural differences in the relationship between indul‑
gent parenting and adolescents’ maladjustments.

1.3. Indulgent Parenting in Cultural Contexts
Both the psychosocial development theory [2] and self‑determination theory [27] sug‑

gest that indulgent parentingmay not effectivelymeet developmental needs during adoles‑
cence. While extensive empirical evidence supports these theories, the presence of mixed
findings indicates that these explanations may not be universally applicable. From an
ecological perspective [31], the relationship between indulgent parenting and maladjust‑
ments could be more accurately understood within specific cultural contexts [17]. This
perspective emphasizes that the cultural context, as part of the macrosystem, serves as the
backdrop for all social interactions, including parenting. Parenting practices are deeply
influenced by cultural norms and beliefs about what constitutes appropriate care and so‑
cialization of children or adolescents. Thus, culture not only shapes parents’ adaptation
of parenting practices but also influences how adolescents perceive and react to their par‑
ents’ behaviors.

Research examining the relationship between indulgent parenting and adolescents’
maladjustments has been conducted across various countries, exploring a broad spectrum
of emotional, behavioral, and social outcomes. These studies yielded mixed findings. For
instance, indulgent parentingwas linked to emotionalmaladjustments, such as heightened
anxiety and stress, in a sample of American adolescents [8], while research with samples
of European and Latin American adolescents found it associated with lower emotional ir‑
responsiveness and instability in Spain [14], a lower level of anxiety in Germany [20], as
well as a lower level of psychological dysfunction (e.g., in Mexico [15]). Mixed findings
also emerged regarding the relationship between parental indulgence and adolescent be‑
havioral maladjustments, such as aggressive behaviors, with some studies from Western
cultures (e.g., Spain [32]) presenting different conclusions compared to those from Eastern
cultures (e.g., China [19]). Such discrepancies have been examined and often attributed
to cultural contexts [13,30,32]. For example, in Latin American culture, which emphasizes
a strong family orientation [33], indulgent parenting may be more culturally aligned and
thus associated with positive rather than negative outcomes among adolescents.

The U.S. and China are particularly relevant for cultural comparison along the spec‑
trum of Collectivism–Individualism [34]. Heavily influenced by Confucian principles that
emphasize familial hierarchy and parental authority, the collectivistic culture in China sup‑
ports the idea of self as an integral part of a collective group. In contrast, the individu‑
alistic culture in the U.S. promotes autonomy and personal achievement, with a strong
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emphasis on individual independence and achievement within family dynamics. These
foundational cultural differences could extend to parenting practices and their impacts on
adolescents. Comparing the family dynamics of these two countries can provide valuable
insights into how cultural contexts influence the relationship between indulgent parenting
and adolescent development.

1.4. Parental Gender
The literature reveals a gap in understanding the distinct roles of maternal versus

paternal parenting practices in adolescent growth. While a few studies acknowledged the
distinct impacts ofmaternal and paternal parenting behaviors on adolescents’ adjustments,
much of the research on parenting has concentrated on general parenting styles or specifi‑
cally explored the impact ofmaternal factors (e.g., [8]), often overlooking the role of fathers.
Treating maternal and paternal parenting as a homogeneous unit or interdependent styles
does not make it possible to reveal important differences in how mothering and fathering
separately contribute to adolescent maladjustments, potentially resulting in an incomplete
or biased understanding of family dynamics. Based on the findings of the studies that ex‑
plored maternal and paternal influences separately [13,19,29,35], further investigation in
this area was encouraged and needed.

The limited number of studies in the current literature seems to conclude that the dis‑
tinct roles of maternal and paternal indulgent parenting in adolescent maladjustments are
somewhat unclear. Gender role/schema theory [36] provides a theoretical and universal‑
istic view of gender expectations in child‑rearing and parenting practices. In traditional
heterosexual families, females are usually expected to be the primary parentwho takes care
of the children. When mothers are expected to be warm, nurturing, and more emotionally
available, the role of fathers in parenting is more related to authority, control, and disci‑
pline. Due to the fact that indulgent parenting is characterized by a high level of warmth
and a low level of control, which deviates more from fathers’ gender roles in parenting,
paternal indulgence may be more likely to be related to adolescent maladjustments. With
a growing trend toward shared parenting responsibilities, however, fathers’ role in parent‑
ing is less explored, especially when considering cultural contexts.

1.5. The Present Study
The current study aims to fill existing gaps in the literature by investigating the as‑

sociation between indulgent parenting and adolescents’ maladjustments in the U.S. and
China. Drawing on prior theoretical and empirical research, we hypothesized that adoles‑
cents’ perception of indulgent parenting would be positively associated with various as‑
pects of maladjustments, including emotional (e.g., depressive symptoms, anxiety, stress),
behavioral (e.g., aggression), and social issues (e.g., fear ofmissing out) (H1). Furthermore,
we anticipated that there would be cultural differences in these associations between the
U.S. and China (H2). Finally, we proposed that the roles of maternal and paternal indul‑
gence in adolescents’ maladjustments would differ (H3). Building on previous research
that identified distinctive effects of the three dimensions of indulgent parenting [8], the
unique contribution of each dimension was investigated in this study.

2. Methods
2.1. Sample and Procedures

This study used data from two projects that studied indulgent parenting and adoles‑
cent development. One sample was obtained from the U.S. (n = 268) and the other from
China (n = 189). Adolescents in the U.S. were recruited from high schools in a southern
city, and adolescents from China were recruited from the city of Shanghai. After obtaining
parental consent and adolescent assent, adolescent participants from both sites completed
an online survey to report their perceptions of their mother’s and father’s indulgent parent‑
ing and their own well‑being adjustments, along with demographic information. The sur‑



Children 2024, 11, 1132 5 of 17

vey employed identical measurements for both samples, using a back‑translation method
for the Chinese version to ensure direct comparability of the results.

The adolescent participants in the U.S. had an average age of 15.36, with ages rang‑
ing from 12 to 18 years. Among these participants, 52.5% were African American, 38.6%
White, and 8.9% from other races. A majority were female (55.2%) and non‑Hispanic or
Latino (85.2%). In the Chinese sample, the average age was 16.27, with an age range from
15 to 18 years. Approximately half were female (51.5%). Additional demographic details
are provided in Table 1. This table illustrates similarities (e.g., gender distribution and
family income) but also some slight differences between the U.S. and Chinese samples.
Notably, the mean ages were similar, though the Chinese participants displayed less age
variation. Furthermore, the Chinese sample had a higher percentage of participants from
two‑biological‑parent family structures compared to the U.S. sample.

Table 1. Demographic information.

Demographic Information U.S. China

Sample Size 268 190
Mean of Age (Range) 15.36 (12–18) 16.27 (15–18)
Child Gender (Female) 55.2% 51.1%

Race (White/African American) 38.6%/52.5% N/A
Ethnicity (Non‑Hispanic or Latino) 85.2% N/A

Family Income (below 150 k) 55.6% 54.7%
Family Structure (Two Biological Parents) 70.9% 90%

N/A = not applicable.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Maternal and Paternal Indulgent Parenting in the U.S. and China

Indulgent parentingwas assessed using a 30‑item scale consisting of three dimensions:
material, relational, and behavioral indulgence. Each item was measured on a 5‑point Lik‑
ert scale [22] (1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree), with maternal and paternal
indulgence evaluated separately. Sample items included “My mother/father gives me all
the clothes I want” (material indulgence); “My mother/father tries to make me dependent
on her” (relational indulgence); and “When I break a rule outside of home, my mother
would help me to avoid the consequences” (behavioral indulgence). For each dimension,
items were summed after some items were reverse‑coded, with higher scores indicating
greater levels of indulgence. The scale demonstrated acceptable internal consistency reli‑
ability, with Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from 0.74 to 0.88 for maternal indulgence
and from 0.73 to 0.93 for paternal indulgence in the U.S. sample. For the Chinese sam‑
ple, the values ranged from 0.63 to 0.93 for maternal indulgence and from 0.71 to 0.94 for
paternal indulgence.

2.2.2. Adolescents’ Maladjustment in the U.S. and China
Adolescents’ maladjustments were measured through symptoms of depression, anx‑

iety, stress, aggression, and fear of missing out (FoMO). Depressive symptoms were eval‑
uated using the CES‑D [37], which comprises 10 items, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.79 for
the U.S. sample and 0.88 for the Chinese sample. Participants were asked how they felt
regarding each statement during the past week on a 4‑point Likert scale from “1 = Rarely
or none of the time (Less than 1 day)” to “4 = Most or all of the time (5–7 days)”. A sample
item is “I was bothered by things that usually don’t bother me”.

Anxiety was assessed with the BAI [38], consisting of 10 items, with alphas of 0.89
for the U.S. sample and 0.94 for the Chinese sample. Participants were asked to rate how
much they have been bothered by that symptom listed during the past month on a 4‑point
scale from “1 = not at all” to “4 = severely‑it bothered me a lot”. A sample symptom in the
list is “Unable to relax”.
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Stress was measured by the Rhode Island Stress and Coping Inventory [39], which
includes 7 items, with alphas of 0.88 for the U.S. sample and 0.94 for the Chinese sample.
Participants were asked to rate the frequency of how often each statement was true of their
own life, using the 5‑point scale (1 = Never to 5 = Frequently). A sample statement is “I felt
there was not enough time to complete my daily tasks”.

Aggression was evaluated using a short version of the BPAQ [40], comprising 9 items,
with alphas of 0.79 for the U.S. sample and 0.92 for the Chinese sample. Participants were
asked to indicate how much each statement is like them based on a 5‑point scale (1 = not
at all to 5 = Exactly). A sample statement is “If someone hits me first, I let them have it”.

FoMOwas assessed using Przybylski et al.’s scale [41], featuring 10 items, with alphas
of 0.89 for theU.S. sample and 0.92 for theChinese sample. A collection of statements about
everyday experiences with peers and friends was presented to participants and they were
asked to rate each statement based on a 5‑point scale (1 = Not at all true of me to 5 = Ex‑
tremely true of me). A sample statement is “I fear others havemore rewarding experiences
than me”.

2.3. Analytical Strategies
In this study, the key variables included adolescent reports of three dimensions of

indulgent parenting—material, relational, and behavioral indulgence—and five domains
of their maladjustments, namely depressive symptoms, anxiety, stress, aggression, and
fear of missing out. Preliminary analyses involved descriptive statistics and correlations
among these key variables.

2.3.1. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
Path models in structural equation modeling (SEM) were utilized to examine the as‑

sociations between indulgent parenting and adolescent maladjustments, as depicted in
Figure 1. Specifically, maternal and paternal parenting practices were used as separate
exogenous variables across the three dimensions of indulgence, resulting in six exogenous
variables: maternal material indulgence, paternal material indulgence, maternal relational
indulgence, paternal relational indulgence, maternal behavioral indulgence, and paternal
behavioral indulgence. The five maladjustment variables were designated as endogenous
variables. The model specification was the same for the U.S. sample and the Chinese sam‑
ple. Themodel for the two sampleswas tested simultaneously by conducting a two‑sample
path model to allow for testing differences in associations across cultures. It was expected
that, in each sample, the three dimensions of indulgent parenting would be positively re‑
lated to the five domains of adolescents’ maladjustments (H1).

To test cultural differences (H2), comparisonsweremade between equivalent paths in
theU.S. andChinese samples. For example, to determinewhether the path coefficient from
maternal material indulgence to depressive symptoms was different across cultures, a pa‑
rameter representing the difference in this path coefficient between the two samples was
specified and tested for significance. A similar approachwas used to test the hypothesis re‑
garding parental gender differences (H3). A significant estimate of the difference parame‑
ter would indicate the association to be different across cultures or
parental gender.
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2.3.2. Bayesian Structural Equation Models (BSEM)
This study utilizes a Bayesian approach to conduct the SEM analysis, marking a ten‑

tative and innovative shift from traditional frequentist methods commonly used in this
research area. Given the complexity of the proposed models, the sample size of approxi‑
mately 200 individuals per culture is considered relatively small. Frequentist approaches
such as maximum likelihood (ML) estimation methods are prone to issues such as model
non‑convergence, inadmissible parameter solutions, and biased estimates in small samples
within complex SEM analyses (e.g., [42]). In contrast, Bayesian structural equation mod‑
eling (BSEM) [43] has been recognized for its advantages in managing small sample sizes
in psychological research (e.g., [44]), yet it remains underexplored in parenting studies.
While not the primary focus of this research, the use of BSEM in this context may address
methodological challenges and stimulate the broader application of Bayesian methods in
future research.

The proposed two‑samplemodel was conducted inMplus 8 [45]. In Bayesian analysis,
a prior distribution should be specified for eachmodel parameter (including the difference
parameter). We used noninformative or diffuse priors implemented as default in Mplus
due to the limited and inconsistent findings from previous studies. The number ofMarkov
chain Monte Carlo chains was two. The iteration number was 1000 with the first half of
the iterations as burn‑in. The model was determined to converge if the potential scale
reduction factor was smaller than 1.05. The model and data yielded an adequate fit if the
posterior predictive p‑value for the difference between the observed and the replicated chi‑
square values was greater than 0.05 and smaller than 0.95 [43]. For each model parameter,
the mean of posterior distribution was used as the point estimate. A parameter estimate
was said to be significant if its 95% credible interval (C.I.) did not include zero.
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3. Results
3.1. Preliminary Results

Table 1 provides demographic information for the samples from the U.S. and China.
Table 2 details the descriptive statistics for the study variables. The results from the paired
t‑tests suggested significant mean‑level differences between maternal and paternal indul‑
gent parenting. Specifically, in the U.S. sample, maternal material and relational indul‑
gence were higher than paternal material and relational indulgence, whereas paternal
behavioral indulgence was higher than material behavioral indulgence. In the Chinese
sample, paternal behavioral indulgence was higher than maternal behavioral indulgence.
Preliminary correlational analyses are displayed in Tables 3 and 4. Table 3 shows the cor‑
relations among the different dimensions of indulgent parenting of mothers and fathers
in each sample. The correlations were mostly positive and significant, indicating relation‑
ships among different dimensions of indulgent parenting and between mothers and fa‑
thers in each sample.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics on study variables.

Variables (n) Descriptive Statistics

M (%) S.D. Min. Max.

The United States (n = 268)
   Indulgent Parenting (Maternal/Paternal)
      Material Indulgence (n = 259/219) 29.86/27.87 7.70/9.67 10/10 50/50
      Relational Indulgence (n = 259/219) 27.71/25.30 6.39/7.25 10/10 44/45
      Behavioral Indulgence (n = 259/219) 21.92/23.20 5.54/5.59 11/12 37/35
   Adolescents’ Maladjustments
      Depressive Symptoms (n = 240) 20.03 5.71 10 36
      Anxiety (n = 240) 18.34 6.81 10 37
      Stress (n = 238) 18.78 6.69 7 35
      Aggression (n = 227) 22.03 7.24 9 45
      Fear of Missing Out (n = 224) 22.77 8.79 10 50

China (n = 189)
   Indulgent Parenting (Maternal/Paternal)
      Material Indulgence (n = 179/172) 31.63/30.77 8.45/8.52 10/10 50/50
      Relational Indulgence (n = 179/172) 26.13/26.55 6.71/7.69 10/10 46/46
      Behavioral Indulgence (n = 179/172) 27.78/28.85 5.01/5.75 14/11 40/50
   Adolescents’ Maladjustments
      Depressive Symptoms (n = 189) 20.20 6.59 10 40
      Anxiety (n = 189) 18.25 7.55 10 40
      Stress (n = 189) 16.96 7.27 7 35
      Aggression (n = 189) 27.84 8.07 9 45
      Fear of Missing Out (n = 189) 29.56 7.92 10 50

Note. Bolded pairs indicate significant differences by parental gender (p < 0.01 in paired t‑test).

Table 3. Within‑culture correlations among three dimensions of indulgence parenting.

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Maternal Material 1.00 0.56 ** 0.31 ** 0.56 ** 0.28 ** 0.17 *
2. Maternal Relational 0.51 ** 1.00 0.32 ** 0.44 ** 0.60 ** 0.31 **
3. Maternal Behavioral 0.13 * 0.28 ** 1.00 0.25 ** 0.33 ** 0.53 **
4. Paternal Material 0.56 ** 0.35 ** 0.07 1.00 0.54 ** 0.38 **
5. Paternal Relational 0.29 ** 0.48 ** 0.23 ** 0.59 ** 1.00 0.46 **
6. Paternal Behavioral 0.04 0.25 ** 0.54 ** −0.01 0.21 ** 1.00

Note. n = 268 for the U.S.; n = 189 for China. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 (two‑tailed). Lower triangle = U.S.; upper
triangle = China.
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Table 4. Within‑culture correlations between indulgence and adolescents’ maladjustments.

Adolescents’
Maladjustments

Parental Indulgence: The U.S./China

Maternal
Material

Maternal
Relational

Maternal
Behavioral

Paternal
Material

Paternal
Relational

Paternal
Behavioral

Dep. −0.18 **/−0.08 −0.04/0.19 * 0.17 */0.05 −0.09/0.16 * 0.05/0.24 ** 0.19 **/0.22 **
Anxiety −0.15 */−0.02 −0.01/0.15 0.20 **/0.05 −0.12/0.27 ** 0.06/0.24 ** 0.11/0.19 *
Stress −0.23 **/−0.11 −0.12/0.08 0.22 **/0.01 −0.12/0.19 * 0.01/0.16 * 0.09/0.18 *

Aggression −0.03/0.21 ** −0.02/0.13 0.05/0.30 ** −0.04/0.38 ** −0.04/0.23 ** −0.06/0.26 **
FoMO −0.20 **/0.03 0.05/0.09 0.14 */0.06 −0.03/0.23 ** 0.03/0.28 ** 0.14 */0.13

Note. n = 268 for the U.S.; n = 189 for China. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 (two‑tailed). Dep. means depressive symptoms.

Table 4 reports the correlations between indulgent parenting practices and adoles‑
cents’ maladjustments, which suggests some differences in the dimensions of indulgent
parenting as well as across cultures. First, the correlations between behavioral indulgence
and adolescents’ maladjustments were mostly positive and significant across both sam‑
ples, providing preliminary support for H1. The correlations betweenmaterial indulgence
(mostly negative and significant) and relational indulgence (mostly non‑significant) and
adolescents’ maladjustments in the U.S. sample, however, suggested some contradictory
findings to H1.

The correlations also provided some preliminary support for cultural differences (H2).
Compared with those in the U.S. sample, the correlations between material and relational
indulgence and adolescents’maladjustmentswere positive in the Chinese sample. Further‑
more, relational indulgence appeared to have stronger correlations with maladjustments
among Chinese adolescents as compared to among American adolescents (e.g., r = 0.24,
p < 0.01 in the Chinese sample and r = 0.05, not significant in the U.S. sample between
parental relational indulgence and depressive symptoms).

Regarding parental gender differences (H3), the correlations between indulgence and
adolescents’maladjustments seemed todiffer in all three dimensions of indulgence, though
the patterns were opposite by culture. For example, the correlations between material in‑
dulgence and adolescents’maladjustments suggested stronger negative associations among
mothers than among fathers in the U.S. sample, but stronger positive associations among
mothers in China. These preliminary findings suggested a more complex picture of the as‑
sociations between different dimensions of indulgence and adolescents’ maladjustments
by cultures and parental gender, guiding the subsequent BSEM analyses.

3.2. Hypotheses Testing
The three hypotheses were tested in the proposed two‑sample model seen in Figure 1

using the Bayesian estimationmethod. Themodel converged, as indicated by the potential
scale reduction factor of 1.005, smaller than 1.05. The model demonstrated an adequate fit
to the data with a 95% confidence interval for the difference between the observed and the
replicated chi‑square values of (−12.18, 83.33), posterior predictive p‑value = 0.098. The
results are summarized in Figure 2. In Figure 2, all paths were tested but only significant
path coefficientswere illustrated. Table 5 presents the results of coefficient comparisons for
cultural and parental gender differences. We now turn to each hypothesis testing in detail.
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Figure 2. Bayesian SEM with key results: n = 268 for the U.S.; n = 189 for China. Bayesian 95% C.I.
reported in []. Significant paths are shown with dark lines. Standardized estimates and 95% C.I. re‑
ported. All covariances between IVs were significant, except between maternal material indulgence
and paternal behavioral indulgence in both cultures.
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Table 5. Tests of cultural and parental gender difference in the association between indulgent par‑
enting and adolescent maladjustments.

Difference
Estimate [95% C.I.]

Material Relational Behavioral

Cultural Mother Father Mother Father Mother Father

Dep. −0.14 [−0.33, 0.07] 0.18 [−0.02, 0.36] 0.27 * [0.02, 0.51] −0.02 [−0.26, 0.20] −0.20 [−0.48, 0.08] 0.08 [−0.18, 0.33]
Anxiety −0.18 [−0.41, 0.04] 0.43 * [0.21, 0.65] 0.17 [−0.12, 0.46] −0.11 [−0.38, 0.15] −0.31 [−0.64, 0.01] 0.12 [−0.19, 0.44]
Stress −0.13 [−0.35, 0.09] 0.31 * [0.09, 0.51] 0.27 * [0.01, 0.56] −0.10 [−0.37, 0.15] −0.40 * [−0.73, −0.10] 0.20 [−0.12, 0.50]
Aggression 0.02 [−0.24, 0.27] 0.36 * [0.09, 0.61] −0.19 [−0.49, 0.11] 0.08 [−0.22, 0.37] 0.22 [−0.12, 0.57] 0.19 [−0.15, 0.52]
FoMO 0.28 * [0.01, 0.55] 0.09 [−0.18, 0.35] −0.35 * [−0.71, −0.02] 0.37 * [0.05, 0.70] −0.09 [−0.46, 0.32] −0.22 [−0.58, 0.14]

Gender U.S. China U.S. China U.S. China

Dep. −0.09 [−0.31, 0.14] −0.41 * [−0.52, −0.16] −0.06 [−0.33, 0.20] 0.24 [−0.09, 0.52] 0.08 [−0.21, 0.36] −0.22 [−0.59, 0.14]
Anxiety −0.01 [−0.25, 0.29] −0.59 * [−0.90, −0.31] −0.18 [−0.49, 0.12] 0.10 [−0.28, 0.47] 0.31 [−0.04, 0.64] −0.12 [−0.56, 0.31]
Stress −0.19 [−0.46, 0.07] −0.63* [−0.92, −0.36] −0.15 [−0.48, 0.15] 0.21 [−0.13, 0.56] 0.41 * [0.09, 0.74] −0.19 [−0.60, 0.24]
Aggression −0.01 [−0.32, 0.29] −0.35 * [−0.68, −0.02] 0.08 [−0.25, 0.42] −0.19 [−0.59, 0.20] 0.27 [−0.12, 0.64] 0.29 [−0.13, 0.72]
FoMO −0.47 * [−0.79, −0.12] −0.27 [−0.63, 0.08] 0.40 * [0.04, 0.76] −0.32 [−0.74, 0.14] −0.13 [−0.62, 0.31] 0.01 [−0.46, 0.51]

Note. n = 268 for the U.S.; n = 189 for China. Dep. means depressive symptoms. * indicates statistically significant
differences with p < 0.05.

3.2.1. Testing H1
The results for each sample are presented in Figure 2. In the U.S. sample, the path

coefficients were significant only for maternal indulgent parenting. Specifically, mater‑
nal relational indulgence was positively and significantly related to adolescents’ FoMO
(β = 0.20, 95%C.I. [0.04, 0.35], p < 0.05). Maternal behavioral indulgence showed positive
and significant coefficients related to adolescents’ anxiety (β = 0.20, 95%C.I. [0.06, 0.33],
p < 0.05) and stress (β = 0.26, 95%C.I. [0.12, 0.40], p < 0.05). Contrary to the hypothesis, ma‑
ternal material indulgence was negatively and significantly related to adolescents’ stress
(β = −.23, 95%C.I. [−0.40, −0.05], p < 0.05) and FoMO (β = −0.35, 95%C.I. [−0.52, −0.17],
p < 0.05).

In the Chinese sample, both maternal and paternal indulgent parenting were related
to adolescents’ maladjustments. As hypothesized, maternal relational indulgencewas pos‑
itively and significantly associated with adolescents’ depressive symptoms (β = 0.26, C.I.
[0.06, 0.44], p < 0.05). Maternal behavioral indulgence was positively and significantly as‑
sociated with adolescents’ aggression (β = 0.22, C.I. [0.04, 0.39], p < 0.05). The paths from
material indulgence, however, diverged: paternal material indulgence was positively and
significantly related to adolescents’ maladjustment including anxiety, stress, and aggres‑
sion, while maternal material indulgence showed negative relations to depressive symp‑
toms, anxiety, and stress. Taken together, the findings partially supported H1.

3.2.2. Testing H2 and H3
Further statistical analyses were conducted to examine the difference in associations

across cultures and parental genders, as detailed in Table 5. The findings revealed mean‑
ingful insights into cultural (H2) and parental gender (H3) differences in the associations
between parental indulgence and adolescents’ maladjustments.

The analysis of cultural differences (H2) revealed significant variations in the rela‑
tionships between parental indulgence and adolescents’ maladjustments across the U.S.
and Chinese contexts. As illustrated in Table 5, a positive and significant coefficient in‑
dicates a stronger association in the Chinese sample, whereas a negative and significant
coefficient suggests a stronger relationship in the U.S. sample. For material indulgence, re‑
gardless of parental gender, the path coefficients from material indulgence to adolescents’
maladjustments were generally stronger in the Chinese sample than in the U.S. sample.
Specifically, the path coefficients from material indulgence to adolescents’ anxiety (95%
C.I. [0.21, 0.65]), stress (95% C.I. [0.09, 0.51]), aggression (95% C.I. [0.09, 0.61]), and FoMO
(95% C.I. [0.01, 0.55]) were significantly different between the U.S. and Chinese samples,
with all paths being more pronounced in the Chinese sample. For relational indulgence,
the paths from maternal indulgence to adolescents’ depressive symptoms (95% C.I. [0.02,
0.51]) and stress (95% C.I. [0.01, 0.56]) were stronger in the Chinese sample as compared
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to in the U.S. sample. The path from paternal relational indulgence to adolescents’ FoMO
was also stronger in the Chinese sample (95% C.I. [0.05, 0.70]). Conversely, the path from
maternal relational indulgence to adolescents’ FoMOwas stronger in the U.S. sample than
in the Chinese sample (95% C.I. [−0.71, −0.02]). For behavioral indulgence, the path from
maternal indulgence to adolescents’ stress (95% C.I. [−0.73, −0.10]) was stronger in the
U.S. sample than in the Chinese sample. These significant findings supported the cultural
differences proposed in H2.

Regarding parental gender differences (H3), as detailed in Table 5, a positive and
significant coefficient indicates a stronger relationship with maternal indulgence, while
a negative coefficient suggests a stronger relationship with paternal indulgence. In the
U.S. sample, notable differences were observed in the association of maternal and pater‑
nal indulgence to adolescents’ maladjustments. Specifically, paternal material indulgence
had a stronger relation with FoMO than maternal material indulgence (95% C.I. [−0.79,
−0.12]), whereas maternal relational and behavioral indulgence had stronger effects than
paternal relational and behavioral indulgence on FoMO (95% C.I. [0.04, 0.76]) and stress
(95% C.I. [0.09, 0.74]), respectively. In the Chinese sample, significant differences between
maternal and paternal indulgence were found primarily in the associations with stronger
paternal than maternal material indulgence to adolescents’ depressive symptoms, anxiety,
stress, and aggression. These significant findings support the parental gender differences
proposed in H3.

4. Discussion
Adolescence is a crucial developmental stage characterized by significant changes

and challenges for adolescents. Central developmental tasks during this period include
the pursuit of identity, independence, and autonomy, themes that are emphasized in vari‑
ous theoretical perspectives, such as the parenting framework [4,5], psychosocial develop‑
ment theory [2], developmental task theory [26], and self‑determination theory [27]. Both
theories and empirical evidence suggest that indulgent parenting—marked by high re‑
sponsiveness but low demands—is linked to adolescents’ developmental maladjustments
(e.g., [19,21,28,29]). These studies, however, often overlook how cultural contexts and
parental gender could influence these associations.

Aiming to address the literature gap and further investigate the relationships between
indulgent parenting and adolescents’ maladjustments, in the current study, we conducted
Bayesian SEM analyses based on samples from the U.S. and China. Drawing on limited
existing research, we hypothesized that adolescents’ perception of indulgent parenting
would be positively associated with maladjustments (H1), with expected cross‑cultural
variations between the U.S. and China (H2), and differences in the effects of maternal and
paternal indulgence (H3). The results generally supported our hypotheses.

4.1. Dimensional Indulgence and Adolescents’ Maladjustments
In general, the results of this study supported H1, according to which indulgent par‑

enting is associated with adolescents’ maladjustments, including higher levels of depres‑
sive symptoms, anxiety, stress, aggression, and FoMO. Regarding behavioral indulgence,
our findings suggested that behavioral indulgence demonstrated significant positive cor‑
relations with all aspects of adolescents’ maladjustments, indicating that higher levels of
behavioral indulgence were associated with higher levels of depressive symptoms, anx‑
iety, stress, aggression, and FoMO. This alignment with theoretical and empirical sug‑
gestions highlighted the significant risk that behavioral indulgence posed during adoles‑
cence [2,23,24]. In terms of parenting practices, paternal behaviors, such as setting rules
but not enforcing them or shielding adolescents from the consequences of their actions,
fail to meet adolescents’ need for clear boundaries. Such parenting behaviors undermine
adolescents’ capacity to take responsibility and accept consequences, potentially contribut‑
ing to maladjustments. This finding also echoes the notion that high levels of behavioral
indulgence, in particular, could threaten adolescents’ psychological development [7].
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Findings for material and relational indulgence, however, exhibited mixed results.
In general, material indulgence was significantly associated with adolescents’ maladjust‑
ments in the current study but displayed both positive and negative directions in these
associations. For relational indulgence, although some associations were negative, many
were non‑significant. These findings were consistent with some previous studies that also
noted mixed directions in these associations, revealing the complex nature of indulgent
parenting (e.g., [10,11,13]). These findings demonstrate that each dimension of indulgent
parenting plays a unique role in these associations. This highlights the importance of exam‑
ining indulgent parenting dimensionally rather than as a uniform concept. Furthermore,
these mixed findings suggest the potential influence of cultural and parental gender differ‑
ences, which we now turn to.

4.2. Cultural Differences between the U.S. and China
Taking a cultural ecological perspective [17,31], the findings from the current study

provided support to the cultural differences hypothesized in H2 and indicated that the
associations between indulgent parenting and adolescents’ maladjustments varied signifi‑
cantly across the U.S. and China. This study found that the positive associations between
indulgent parenting and adolescents’ maladjustments were stronger in China, which sug‑
gested that the harmful effects of indulgent parenting on adolescents’ emotional, behav‑
ioral, and social development might be more salient in the Chinese culture. For instance,
material indulgence was significantly and positively related to adolescents’ anxiety, stress,
and aggression in the Chinese sample (but not in the U.S. sample). In addition, relational
indulgencewas positively related to adolescents’ depressive symptoms in theChinese sam‑
ple (but not in the U.S. sample). Although there were a few associations that were signifi‑
cant only in the U.S. sample, in general, the associations between indulgent parenting and
adolescents’ maladjustments were found to be stronger in the Chinese sample than in the
U.S. sample.

One possible explanation for the cultural differences found in this study is that indul‑
gent parenting may deviate more from the traditional Chinese cultural norms. According
to the stage–environment fit model [46], adolescents are more likely to experience adjust‑
ment difficulties in cultural environments that do not align with their attitudes, values,
and experiences. Indulgent parenting (e.g., highwarmth, low control) could contradict the
Confucian values (e.g., parental authority and control) that are highly valued and preva‑
lent in China [18]. Consequently, indulgent parenting may have stronger negative effects
in China due to its poor alignment with cultural norms. With increasing globalization,
however, the parenting trend is also changing in China, and more research is needed to
further examine the nuanced cultural differences.

4.3. Gender Differences between Maternal and Paternal Indulgent Parenting
This study found that the associations between indulgent parenting and adolescents’

maladjustments varied significantly by parental gender, supporting H3. The results dif‑
fered across the dimensions of indulgent parenting. For material indulgence, paternal in‑
dulgencewas significantly andpositively associatedwith adolescents’ aggression, whereas
maternal indulgence’s association was not significant. This is consistent with the existing
literature (e.g., [19]). Interestingly, while paternal indulgence was positively associated
with adolescents’ anxiety and stress, maternal indulgence was negatively and significantly
associated with these outcomes, suggesting that paternal material indulgence may play a
detrimental role in adolescent development, whereas maternal material indulgence could
be viewed as more beneficial. For relational and behavioral indulgence, maternal indul‑
gence demonstrated stronger roles in adolescents’ maladjustments. Specifically, maternal
relational indulgence was positively related to adolescents’ FoMO, and maternal behav‑
ioral indulgence was positively related to adolescents’ stress. These relationships were
significant only for maternal indulgence and not for paternal indulgence.
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Interestingly, cultural differences intertwine with gender differences. In the U.S. sam‑
ple, only maternal indulgent parenting was significantly related to adolescents’ maladjust‑
ment, whereas in the Chinese sample, both mothers and fathers played a crucial role. This
culture by parental gender difference may stem from cultural perceptions of the father’s
role in parenting. In the U.S., a mother is typically viewed as the one more responsible
for nurturing the child. In Chinese culture, rooted in Confucian values, there is a strong
emphasis on the father’s role, as exemplified by the proverb “子不教, 父之过” (zĭ bù jiào,
fù zhī guò), meaning “If the child is not taught, it is the father’s fault” (often attributed
to Confucius).

Taken together, these findings underscore the necessity of separately investigating
maternal and paternal parenting practices and considering parental gender differences in
studies of indulgent parenting. The distinct impacts ofmaternal and paternal parenting on
adolescents’ maladjustments, sometimes even contradictory, suggest that indulgent par‑
enting can manifest as both positive and negative influences, depending on whether it is
practiced by mothers or fathers. This distinction provides a valuable perspective for fur‑
ther exploring the conflicting findings in the current literature (e.g., [29,30]).

4.4. Application of Bayesian Structural Equation Modeling
The integration of Bayesian structural equation modeling (BSEM) into the current re‑

search offers a novel perspectivewithin the field of parenting studies. BSEM is particularly
advantageous for its ability to manage complex model structures alongside small sample
sizes, which are prevalent in this field and present challenges for conventional frequentist
methods, such as maximum likelihood estimation techniques [44]. By incorporating prior
information, Bayesian methods enable a more flexible and nuanced inference, enhancing
our confidence in interpreting the results from relatively small datasets. This study’s ap‑
plication of BSEM to examine the effects of indulgent parenting across diverse cultural
backgrounds tentatively suggests the potential benefits of Bayesian approaches in this area.
While the findings contribute to the ongoing dialogue in parenting research, they also in‑
vite further exploration and verification regarding the utility of Bayesian methods in this
and related fields.

4.5. Limitations and Future Directions
Though filling a gap in the literature, this study has several limitations that warrant

consideration. First, the samples collected from a single city or state are homogeneous to
some degree, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to more diverse popula‑
tions. Specifically, the Chinese sample was recruited in an urban setting with urban partic‑
ipants. Given the greater divide between urban and rural China in family demographics,
the findings from the Chinese sample may not be generalized to the rural populations in
China. Therefore, caution should be used in interpretations of the findings on cultural com‑
parison. Second, the slight differences in distributions of age and family structure in the
two samplesmay affect the direct comparability across these cultures. Third, this study did
not examine covariates that might influence the relationships between indulgent parenting
and adolescents’ maladjustments, such as adolescent gender, socioeconomic status, or edu‑
cational background, suggested in previous studies [47]. Fourth, due to the cross‑sectional
design of this study, only correlation instead of causationwas examined. The directionality
of the effects observed cannot be definitively established. Lastly, while Bayesian methods
offer a robust framework for analysis, model results may be sensitive to the specifications
of prior distributions. In this study, due to the limited application of these methods in the
existing literature, the priors were taken from the default settings in Mplus 8 software. Re‑
lying on software defaults or diffuse priors, especially with small samples, may result in
biased estimates, as suggested by McNeish [48].

Given the limitations and discoveries of the current study, future studies should aim
to incorporate more diverse and comparable samples to enhance the generalizability of
the findings across different populations. Including a range of covariates, such as socioe‑
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conomic status and educational background, could provide deeper insights into the com‑
plex relationships between indulgent parenting and adolescent outcomes. Finally, refining
the specification of prior distributions in Bayesian analyses is crucial to ensure the robust‑
ness and accuracy of the findings, necessitating further research to validate and optimize
these parameters.

5. Conclusions and Implications
This study contributed to the field by addressing existing gaps in the literature on

indulgent parenting and its association with adolescents’ maladjustments across differ‑
ent cultural contexts. The findings highlighted the complex nature of parenting practices
and their varied impacts on adolescent development, emphasizing the need for parents to
adapt their approaches as their children grow and their developmental needs evolve. This
study underlined the importance of considering both cultural differences and parental gen‑
der differences when designing and implementing parenting programs. Such programs
should be tailored to reflect these variations to enhance their effectiveness. Furthermore,
this study advocates for the development of culturally and gender‑sensitive interventions
that respect and incorporate the values and norms of the populations they aim to serve.
For example, parent education programs can use culturally relevant scenarios in train‑
ing materials to incorporate practical applications of parenting practices that align with
the participating parents’ cultural values and experiences. Furthermore, these programs
should include both mothers and fathers and discuss their distinct roles and expectations
in parenting. Overall, by integrating these considerations, programs aimed at improving
parenting practices can be more effectively aligned with the diverse needs of adolescents,
potentially leading to better developmental outcomes.
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