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Introduction: Problem behaviors in preschoolers signals social adjustment challenges. This study investigates the mediating role of 
parenting stress in the relationship between co-parenting and these behaviors, and examines how family resilience impacts this 
dynamic.
Methods: A detailed survey was conducted with 1279 mothers of 3-6-year-olds in Shanghai, China, focusing on co-parenting, family 
resilience, parenting stress, and children’s behaviors. We employed SPSS 26 for initial tests and the Hayes PROCESS macro in SPSS 
23.0 for advanced analysis, using bootstrap methods to assess mediation and moderation effects.
Results: The analysis revealed that maternal parenting stress mediates the relationship between co-parenting and children’s problem 
behaviors. Specifically, unsupportive co-parenting or low levels of supportive co-parenting heightened maternal stress, which in turn 
increased children’s problem behaviors. Family resilience was found to moderate this relationship, buffering the impact of unsuppor-
tive co-parenting on maternal stress. High family resilience levels were associated with lower parenting stress, regardless of co- 
parenting quality.
Conclusion: These findings highlight the importance of enhancing family resilience and supportive co-parenting to mitigate parenting 
stress and reduce problem behaviors in children. It has practical implications for developing family-centred interventions and policies 
to strengthen family resilience and co-parenting skills.
Keywords: co-parenting relationships, family resilience, parenting stress, problem behaviors, preschool children

Introduction
Problem behaviors in preschool deviating from typical developmental norms encompass both externalizing (eg, aggres-
sion) and internalizing dimensions (such as anxiety),1 which are early indicators of social adaptation challenges. Without 
appropriate attention and intervention, these behaviors can escalate into more severe issues, including social commu-
nication difficulties, academic underachievement, and potential development of antisocial behaviors.2–4 Moreover, 
studies indicate that early problem behaviors in preschoolers can lead to long-term risks, such as delinquency in 
adolescence and adulthood.3,4

There was a significant association between co-parenting relationships and children’s problem behaviors, and 
interventions to improve co-parenting skills reduced children’s problem behaviors.5–9 The spillover hypothesis10 and 
subsequent studies11,12 emphasize the indirect impact of co-parenting on children via parenting stress. Partner support in 
co-parenting can mitigate conflicts and reduce parenting stress.13 Additionally, family resilience is vital in managing 
parenting stress,13,14 suggesting its potential moderating role in the co-parenting-parenting stress dynamic. Thus, this 
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study examines the interplay between co-parenting, family resilience, parenting stress, and preschoolers’ problem 
behaviors, contributing novel insights into the mechanisms underlying these relationships.

Co-Parenting Relationships and Problem Behaviors
Within the framework of family systems theory, co-parenting, a distinctive family subsystem, plays a pivotal role in 
shaping the adjustment of parents and children when families encounter risks.15,16 Co-parenting describes how parents’ 
collaborative management of child-rearing responsibilities encompasses supportive and unsupportive forms.17–20

The ecological model of co-parenting suggests that supportive co-parenting, characterized by mutual reinforcement 
and respect, positively influences child development.21 In contrast, unsupportive co-parenting, involving conflict and 
undermining, negatively impacts children’s adjustment.18,21 For instance, Zhang et al observed that supportive co- 
parenting had a negative predictive impact on externalizing problem behaviors in preschoolers,8 while Camisasca et al 
demonstrated a correlation between co-parenting conflict and problem behaviors in children aged 3–10.6 Furthermore, 
emotional security theory posits that exposure to parental conflict may induce emotional distress and insecurity in 
children, subsequently jeopardizing their psychological well-being.22,23 A study by Westrupp et al conducted a decade- 
long follow-up involving 3696 children and their families, revealing a significant link between early childhood 
experiences of parental conflict and children’s mental health in early adolescence.24 Therefore, we hypothesize that 
supportive co-parenting reduces, while unsupportive co-parenting increases, problem behaviors in children.

The Mediating Role of Parenting Stress
Parenting stress, as defined by Abidin (1990),2 is the result of the pressures experienced by parents, influenced by 
a combination of internal and external factors, and manifested in various aspects of parental roles and interactions with 
their children. Parenting stress is a prevalent issue within the parenting population,25 with mothers particularly 
susceptible to increased anxiety in challenging environments.26

Crucially, parenting stress often triggers negative parental attitudes and maladaptive parenting styles, exacerbating 
children’s behavioral issues. In scenarios of heightened stress, parents may adopt authoritarian or permissive approaches, 
imposing stricter discipline or resorting to corporal punishment, which can escalate negative parent-child interactions.27 

Increased stress levels may also prompt controlling behaviors, such as verbal abuse or excessive criticism, potentially 
leading to child rejection and further behavioral problems.28 Notably, early childhood exposure to elevated parenting 
stress has long-term detrimental effects on positive development. This assertion is supported by a longitudinal study 
tracking 835 parent-child pairs from ages 1 to 3, which revealed that parenting stress at age 1 significantly predicted 
problem behaviors at age 3.29

The process model of the determinants of parenting highlights social support’s role in moderating parenting behavior 
and mitigating stress.30,31 Social support encompasses providing emotional support, delivering instrumental assistance, 
and providing social expectations. Within this framework, co-parenting emerges as a key aspect of social support, closely 
linked to parenting stress.18 One study discovered that supportive co-parenting significantly and negatively predicted 
parenting stress.32 Supportive co-parenting, involving emotional support such as love and acceptance from a partner, can 
directly or indirectly influence parenting.30 For instance, research by Thullen and Bonsall (2017) involving 113 children 
aged 5–13 and their parents indicated that parents experienced lower levels of parenting stress when they received 
increased validation and support from their partners, reducing the likelihood of conflicts related to parenting.33 

Additionally, the ecological model of co-parenting posits that co-parenting influences parenting stress and moderates 
external familial risks.18

This study investigates how parenting stress mediates the influence of varying co-parenting relationships (supportive 
and unsupportive) on children’s problem behaviors.

The Moderating Role of Family Resilience
Family resilience, which refers to a family’s ability to cope with life’s stresses and adversities, including the family’s 
skills and adaptability to cope with challenges, is critical to maintaining family functioning and promoting healthy family 
dynamics in times of stress.34–37 This study will examine how it moderates the relationship between co-parenting 
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relationships and parenting stress. Research demonstrates a significant inverse relationship between family resilience and 
parenting stress,13,38 as evidenced in studies involving low-income Brazilian families.14 The higher the levels of family 
resilience, the lower the levels of parenting stress perceived by parents. The importance of individual cognitive 
assessments of stress and family coping mechanisms in this dynamic is highlighted by Lazarus (1993) and later supported 
by researchers.39 Specifically, these components contribute to stress formation and serve as key indicators of family 
resilience.40,41 Therefore, integrating empirical and theoretical perspectives suggests that increased family resilience can 
reduce parenting stress.

The conceptual framework of family risk and resilience, alongside the model of family well-being, theoretically 
supports the investigation into how family resilience moderates the impact of co-parenting on parenting stress.42,43 This 
framework suggests that resilience enables families to navigate adversities effectively, such as those presented by 
COVID-19, thereby cushioning caregivers from the adverse effects on their well-being, particularly regarding parenting 
stress.43 The focus is on the interplay between the challenges posed by external risk factors and the mitigating influence 
of family resilience on parental well-being. Furthermore, within the context of the model of family well-being, family 
resilience is recognized as an integral component, contributing to overall family health and stability.42 Consequently, 
families with robust resilience exhibit less negative impact from external stressors on parental stress levels. Family well- 
being is a cornerstone of developmental parenting (eg, co-parenting).42 It implies that family resilience could affect the 
quality of parental co-parenting significantly. Based on these models, family resilience may play a role in modulating the 
impact of co-parenting on parenting stress. This modulation could occur through two potential pathways: one in which 
family resilience directly influences parenting stress and another in which it influences the quality of co-parenting, 
subsequently impacting parenting stress.

Consequently, we hypothesized that family resilience might mitigate the parenting stress that unsupportive co- 
parenting places on mothers, influencing children’s behaviors. Specifically, the influence of parenting stress on children’s 
problem behaviors may be dampened as less stressed parents are inclined to provide more positive support to their 
children.

The Present Study
Although the link between intra-family dynamics (eg, co-parenting relationships) and child behavior has been explored in 
existing research, family resilience as a moderating variable and the mediating role of maternal parenting stress have not 
been fully understood—the present study endeavours to fill this gap. In response, this study conducted an in-depth 
examination of the connection between co-parenting relationships and problem behaviors in preschool children. 
A conceptual model illustrating the study’s framework is depicted in Figure 1.

The influence of traditional Chinese cultural norms and established family roles has led to mothers being more 
involved in child-rearing activities, often resulting in elevated parenting stress.44 This increased involvement of mothers 
in parenting tasks contributes to a more pronounced impact of maternal parenting stress on preschool children’s 
behavioral issues.12,45 Consequently, this study focuses primarily on mothers’ perceptions of co-parenting and their 
experiences of parenting stress. Additionally, research indicates that factors such as the number of children and grand-
parental involvement in childcare can notably influence parenting stress.46,47 Therefore, variables including the child’s 
gender, age, only-child status, and grandparental involvement are incorporated as control variables in examining the 
influence of co-parenting relationships on preschool children’s problem behaviors.

Figure 1 Overview of the hypothesized moderated mediation model.
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The study had three primary objectives: (1) to explore the relationship between mothers’ perceptions of co-parenting 
and problem behaviors in preschool children; (2) to investigate the mediating role of parenting stress in the association 
between co-parenting and children’s problem behaviors; and (3) to explore the moderating role of family resilience in the 
link between co-parenting and parenting stress. Understanding these dynamics is critical to designing effective family 
interventions and support strategies to help reduce problem behaviors in preschool children.

In conclusion, this study aims to fill a gap in understanding the roles of maternal parenting stress and family resilience 
within co-parenting dynamics. Focusing on mothers, it examines the intricate relationships between co-parenting, 
parenting stress, family resilience, and problem behaviors in preschool children. Including relevant variables, such as 
child gender, age, and grandparental involvement, offers a comprehensive view of these dynamics.

Methods
Participants
Following the receipt of informed consent from kindergartens, teachers, and parents and the endorsement of the 
theoretical academic committee, a structured online survey was conducted targeting mothers of preschoolers. The data 
collection period is from 1 May to 10 June 2022. Participants were e-mailed a survey link through which they completed 
informed consent and a baseline online survey via Qualtrics. Preschool teachers were first trained by master’s degree 
students in preschool education (ie, teachers were instructed on how to complete the scale), and then trained preschool 
teachers provided detailed instructions to the children’s mothers. These educators were crucial in facilitating the mother’s 
understanding of the survey process, ensuring they could independently complete the questionnaires. This survey aimed 
to evaluate aspects such as family resilience and the problem behavior of preschool children, in addition to the mothers’ 
experiences of parenting stress. Once completed, these questionnaires were efficiently collected for analysis.

The study employed convenience sampling and involved participants from six kindergartens in Shanghai, encom-
passing various educational settings. This selection included one “model” kindergarten, two kindergartens classified as 
“first-level”, and three designated as “second-level”. In China, public kindergartens are categorized into four tiers: 
“model”, “first-level”, “second-level”, and “third-level”, with “model” kindergartens representing the highest standard of 
quality. This tier is followed by “first-level” and “second-level”, while “third-level” kindergartens are considered the 
baseline standard. The composition of our sample provides a comprehensive representation of the varying levels of 
kindergarten education prevalent in Shanghai.

A total of 1335 questionnaires were distributed in this survey. After deleting 53 invalid questionnaires (with apparent 
regular responses), 1279 valid questionnaires remained, with an effective rate of 95.81%. There were 664 girls (51.92%) 
and 615 boys (48.08%), with an average age of 53.48±14.84 months. The educational levels of the participating mothers 
varied, with a small segment of 47 mothers (3.67%) reporting high school (technical secondary school) or below 
education. A larger proportion of 206 mothers (16.11%) had completed junior college. The majority, 785 participants 
(61.38%), held a bachelor’s degree, and a significant number, 241 mothers (18.84%), had attained a master’s degree or 
higher. The average age among the mothers was 33.68 years, with a standard deviation of 7.32.

Measures
Co-parenting Relationships
The assessment of mothers’ perceptions of their co-parenting relationship was conducted using the Chinese version of the 
Parents’ Perceptions of the Co-parenting Relationship (PPCR) scale.20,48 This scale, comprising 14 items, is divided into 
two distinct subscales. The first, supportive co-parenting, consists of 7 items, such as “My partner backs me up when 
I discipline the child”, with a high Cronbach’s α reliability of 0.96. The second subscale addresses unsupportive co- 
parenting behaviors, also with 7 items, for instance, “My partner criticizes my parenting behavior in front of the child”, 
demonstrating a Cronbach’s α of 0.95. Responses were elicited on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (“never”) to 5 
(“always”). The interpretation of the scores is straightforward: higher scores on either subscale indicate a more robust 
perception of supportive or unsupportive co-parenting behaviors by the mother. Notably, the Chinese adaptation of this 
scale has been revised for contextual relevance and has established its reliability and validity.48
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Parenting Stress
In this study, mothers were asked to complete the Parenting Stress Index (PSI),49 a comprehensive tool designed to assess 
various dimensions of parenting stress. The PSI encompasses three subscales: parental distress (eg, “Being tied down by 
parenting responsibilities after the birth of the child”), parent-child dysfunctional interaction (eg, “The child rarely smiles 
happily when playing with the child”), and difficult child (eg, “Feeling that the child is emotional and often unhappy”). 
Each subscale consists of 12 distinct items that capture different aspects of the maternal experience, such as the sense of 
being overwhelmed by parenting duties, the quality of interaction with the child, and the child’s behavioral challenges. 
Respondents rated these items on a 5-point scale from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”), with higher scores 
reflecting increased stress levels experienced by mothers. The scale’s internal consistency, as indicated by Cronbach’s α 
of 0.94, confirms its reliability in Chinese contexts.50

Problem Behavior
The study also involved mothers completing the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ),51,52 focusing on four 
key subscales: emotional symptoms, peer problems, hyperactivity/inattention, and conduct problems. These subscales 
were amalgamated into a comprehensive behavior problem scale comprising 20 items, such as “frequently losing temper 
or making a scene”, rated on a three-point scale (1 = “not consistent”, 3 = “completely consistent”). Higher scores on this 
scale indicate more pronounced problem behaviors in preschool children. In this context, the scale demonstrated 
a Cronbach’s α of 0.76, verifying its reliability and validity for assessing Chinese preschool children’s behaviors.53

Family Resilience
Mothers of the children participated in the survey using the Shortened Chinese Version of the Family Resilience 
Assessment Scale.41,54 This scale encompasses various domains such as family communication and problem solving, 
represented by 23 items like “Our family structure is flexible in dealing with the unexpected”. It also evaluates the 
family’s capacity for utilizing social resources, reflected in 3 distinct items, and their ability to maintain a positive 
outlook through 6 specific items. Responses were recorded on a five-point scale, ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 
5 (“strongly agree”), with higher scores denoting greater family resilience. The scale’s Cronbach’s α coefficient in this 
study was 0.99, indicating its high reliability and the validity of its application in the context of Chinese children.55

Analytical Strategy
Using SPSS 26 for data examination, initial tests, including t-tests, were conducted to assess gender-based variations and 
the interconnections among the variables of interest. For a deeper analysis, the Hayes PROCESS macro (version 3.3), 
applied within the IBM SPSS Statistics 26.0, facilitated the assessment of the influence of co-parenting relationships 
(supportive and unsupportive co-parenting) on children’s behavioral issues. Parenting stress was examined as a mediator, 
while family resilience was considered a moderator within this context. The analysis, employing bootstrap estimation 
with 5000 samples, yielded 95% Confidence Intervals for the effects along paths “a” (between predictor and mediator), 
“b” (between mediator and outcome), “c” (total effect), and “d” (direct effect), thus determining the presence of 
mediation, which is confirmed if zero is not within the 95% confidence interval.56

Results
Common Method Bias Test
Harman’s one-factor test was conducted to consider the potential for common method bias due to all data being mother- 
reported in this research.57 The analysis revealed thirteen distinct common factors, each with eigenvalues exceeding 1. 
Notably, the first common factor explained 29.53%, substantially below the 40% threshold. This outcome suggests the 
absence of significant common method bias in the data, supporting the validity of the findings.

Preliminary Analyses
Table 1 outlines the descriptive statistics and intercorrelations of the variables studied. T-test results revealed a notable 
gender disparity in problem behaviors, with boys showing higher mean scores (Mboy = 1.51, SD = 0.26) compared to girls 
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(Mgirl = 1.44, SD = 0.25), a statistically significant difference (t = 0.12, p = 0.00). The analysis also indicated a significant 
inverse relationship between the age of children and both problem behaviors and parenting stress. Additionally, being an 
only child and the level of grandparent involvement emerged as factors negatively correlated with problem behaviors. 
These variables, including gender, age, only child status, and grandparent involvement, were therefore accounted for as 
control variables in the subsequent analytical processes.

Table 1 highlights several significant correlations involving family resilience, parenting behaviors, and co-parenting 
relationships. Notably, family resilience demonstrated a substantial negative correlation with both unsupportive co- 
parenting, problem behaviors and parenting stress, alongside a positive correlation with supportive co-parenting 
practices. Furthermore, a notable positive relationship was observed between parenting stress and both problem 
behaviors and unsupportive co-parenting, contrasted by a negative association with supportive co-parenting. 
Additionally, problem behaviors showed a negative correlation with supportive co-parenting and a positive relationship 
with unsupportive co-parenting.

The Mediating Role of Parenting Stress
The principal objective of the present study was to investigate the mediating role of parenting stress in the relationships 
between supportive and unsupportive co-parenting and problem behaviors. The findings are presented in Figures 2 and 3.

In Figure 2, a significant effect (path “a”) of supportive co-parenting on parenting stress was observed, revealing 
a negative relationship. Specifically, higher levels of supportive co-parenting were associated with lower levels of 
parenting stress (β = −0.25, t = −9.07, p = 0.00). Furthermore, it was found that supportive co-parenting significantly 
and negatively predicted problem behaviors (β = −0.18, t = −6.56, p = 0.00). In contrast, parenting stress significantly and 
positively predicted problem behaviors (β = 0.37, t = 14.42, p = 0.00).

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations for All Study Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Gender 1
Age 0.02 1

Involvement of grandparent 0.06* 0.12*** 1

Only child −0.04 0.03 0.14*** 1
Family resilience −0.03 0.04 0.03 0.02 1

Parenting stress 0.011 −0.12*** −0.01 −0.02 −0.44*** 1

Problem behavior 0.12*** −0.13*** −0.13*** −0.15*** −0.026*** 0.40*** 1
Supportive co-parenting −0.02 0.04 0.03 −0.04 0.34*** −0.25*** −0.18*** 1

Unsupportive co-parenting 0.02 −0.01 0.02 0.03 −0.27*** 0.36*** 0.12*** 0.28*** 1
M 53.48 3.32 2.02 1.47 3.74 2.00

SD 14.84 0.48 0.53 0.26 1.14 1.01

Note: *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.

Figure 2 The mediating model of parenting stress on problem behaviors through supportive co-parenting. 
Note: ***p<0.001.
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As depicted in Figure 3, the analysis revealed a significant influence of unsupportive co-parenting on parenting stress 
(path “a”), where increased levels of unsupportive co-parenting were associated with heightened parenting stress (β = 
0.36, t = 13.71, p = 0.00). In addition, unsupportive co-parenting was found to be a significant predictor of problem 
behaviors in children (β = 0.13, t = 4.69, p = 0.00). Crucially, the role of parenting stress as a mediating factor was 
substantiated; it not only predicted problem behaviors significantly (β = 0.39, t = 14.54, p = 0.00) but also altered the 
relationship between unsupportive co-parenting and problem behaviors. Including the mediator, the direct effect of 
unsupportive co-parenting on problem behaviors was notably reduced and became statistically insignificant. This shift is 
demonstrated by the total effect (path “c”) being 0.13 and the direct effect (path “d”) being 0.01, with the value “zero” 
falling within the 95% confidence interval. It indicates a significant mediating effect of parenting stress in this 
relationship.

This analysis employed estimation based on 5000 bootstrapped samples to assess the mediating variable and provide 
95% Confidence Intervals for model coefficients. The results are presented in Tables 2 and 3.

In Table 2, the results revealed that the direct effect value was 0.09, the indirect effect value was 0.09, and the total 
indirect effect value was 0.18. Additionally, the value of “zero” fell outside the 95% confidence interval for path “e” 
(indirect effect of supportive co-parenting on problem behaviors) and path “d” (direct effect of supportive co-parenting 
on problem behaviors). These findings suggest that parenting stress is partially mediated between supportive co-parenting 
and problem behaviors.

In Table 3, the results indicated that the direct effect value was 0.01, the indirect effect value was 0.14. The total 
indirect effect value was 0.13. Furthermore, the value of “zero” fell outside the 95% confidence interval for path “e” 

Figure 3 The mediating model of parenting stress on problem behaviors through unsupportive co-parenting. 
Note: ***p<0.001.

Table 2 Path Coefficient Analysis of Mediation Model (Supportive Co-Parenting)

Path Effect value Boot SE Bootstrap 95% CI

LLCI ULCI

Direct effect 0.09 0.03 −0.14 −0.03
Indirect effect 0.09 0.02 −0.13 −0.06

Total indirect effect 0.18 0.03 −0.23 −0.13

Table 3 Path Coefficient Analysis of Mediation Model (Unsupportive Co-Parenting)

Path Effect value Boot SE Bootstrap 95% CI

LLCI ULCI

Direct effect 0.01 0.03 −0.07 0.04
Indirect effect 0.14 0.02 0.10 0.18

Total indirect effect 0.13 0.03 0.07 0.18
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(indirect effect of unsupportive co-parenting on problem behaviors). In comparison, it fell within the 95% confidence 
interval for path “d” (direct effect of unsupportive co-parenting on problem behaviors). These results imply that parenting 
stress fully mediated the relationship between unsupportive co-parenting and problem behaviors.

The Moderating Role of Family Resilience
The objective of the subsequent analyses was to investigate the moderating influence of family resilience in the 
relationships between supportive and unsupportive co-parenting and parenting stress, with the inclusion of controls for 
gender, age, involvement of grandparents, and only child status. The regression results are presented in Table 4.

The results revealed significant interaction effects concerning parenting stress between unsupportive co-parenting and 
family resilience. However, no significant moderating effect of family resilience was found in the relationship between 
supportive co-parenting and parenting stress. To further elucidate these significant two-way interactions, simple slope 
analyses were conducted for unsupportive co-parenting at high and low family resilience values (1 SD above and 1 SD 
below the mean), following the approach outlined by Aiken et al.58 The results of the simple slopes are visually presented 
in Figure 4. As depicted in Figure 4, unsupportive co-parenting exhibited a negative association with parenting stress for 

Table 4 Effects of Co-Parenting Relationships, Family Resilience in Relation to Parenting Stress

Predictor B 95% CI t p R R2 F

Supportive co-parenting
Supportive co-parenting −0.11 [−.16, −0.06] −4.12*** 0.00 0.45 0.21 46.88

Family resilience −0.40 [−.45, −0.35] −14.96*** 0.00

Supportive co-parenting × Family resilience −0.02 [−.07, 0.02] −1.00 0.32
Unsupportive co-parenting

Unsupportive co-parenting 0.26 [0.21, 0.31] 10.30*** 0.00 0.51 0.26 65.38

Family resilience −0.36 [−.41, −0.31] −14.41*** 0.00
Unsupportive co-parenting × Family resilience −0.06 [[−.10, −0.01] −2.38* 0.02

Note: *p<0.05, ***p<0.001.

Figure 4 Interaction between unsupportive co-parenting and family resilience on parenting stress.
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mothers characterized by high family resilience (b = 0.20, t = 5.89, p = 0.00). Similarly, this association was significant 
for mothers characterized by low family resilience (b = 0.31, t = 9.18, p = 0.00).

Discussion
This study aimed to explore the indirect impact of Chinese mothers’ perceptions of co-parenting on children’s problem 
behaviors, with maternal parenting stress as a mediating factor, while considering family resilience as a moderator in this 
pathway. In accordance with the assumptions of the process model of the determinants of parenting,30 it is posited that 
co-parenting can indirectly influence child development, specifically problem behaviors, through its impact on parenting 
stress. Furthermore, drawing from the conceptual framework of family risk and resilience and the model of family well- 
being,42,43 this research sought to investigate the potential moderating role of family resilience in the relationship 
between co-parenting and parenting stress.

The findings further enrich the literature focusing on child development by suggesting that mothers’ perceptions of 
co-parenting indirectly influence children’s problem behaviors through mothers’ parenting stress. At the same time, 
family resilience can influence children’s problem behaviors by moderating the impact of co-parenting on parenting 
stress and, ultimately.

Co-Parenting Relationships and Problem Behaviors
This study discovered a robust relationship between supportive co-parenting and problem behaviors in preschool 
children, with a significant negative association. Conversely, unsupportive co-parenting displayed a significant positive 
relationship with problem behaviors in these children. In other words, when supportive co-parenting exhibited higher 
levels and unsupportive co-parenting was lower, preschool children demonstrated fewer problem behaviors. These 
findings are consistent with the results of studies conducted in various cultural contexts6,8 and support the ecological 
model of co-parenting.18

Supportive co-parenting contributes to creating a low-stress, harmonious family environment for children. Such 
a positive and well-functioning family environment proves conducive to enhancing children’s psychological well-being, 
thereby reducing the incidence of their externalized problem behaviors.8,59 Following social learning theory, observation 
and imitation play a pivotal role in children’s social learning.60 When mothers actively co-parent with their partners, 
having calm, cooperative, and supportive interactions, children are inclined to model and internalize these relational 
patterns. This results in more prosocial behaviors and a decreased likelihood of problem behaviors.61,62 This research 
underscores the importance of promoting supportive co-parenting practices for preschool teachers or professionals 
working with families. Creating a low-stress, harmonious family environment enhances children’s psychological well- 
being and reduces the likelihood of problem behaviors. Moreover, professionals must encourage parents to model 
positive relational patterns and provide guidance on effective co-parenting strategies. This approach can help cultivate 
a conducive family environment that supports children’s social learning and overall development.

Incorporating parenting stress as a mediating variable in the analysis altered the direct impact of co-parenting’s 
impact on problem behaviors in children. The inclusion of this mediator significantly diminished the direct influence of 
supportive co-parenting on problem behaviors. Notably, for unsupportive co-parenting, the direct effect on problem 
behaviors ceased to be significant, underlining the importance of the mediating role of parenting stress. This finding 
underscores that parenting stress is a crucial intermediary between various co-parenting relationships and the manifesta-
tion of problem behaviors in preschool children.

The Mediating Role of Parenting Stress
Maternal parenting stress plays a mediating role in the relationship between co-parenting and preschoolers’ problem 
behaviors. Specifically, it partially mediates the link between supportive co-parenting and problem behaviors and fully 
mediates the connection between unsupportive co-parenting and problem behaviors. Precisely, as supportive co-parenting 
levels increase and unsupportive co-parenting decreases, maternal parenting stress diminishes. This reduction in parent-
ing stress contributes to a decrease in preschoolers’ problem behaviors. These findings are consistent with the results of 
studies conducted in various cultural contexts63,64 and substantiate the process model of the determinants of parenting.30 
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Co-parenting is a distinctive form of social support within the family system, which can significantly influence maternal 
parenting stress.30 Families with higher levels of supportive co-parenting and lower levels of unsupportive co-parenting 
have sufficient supportive resources. Mothers within these families receive love and acceptance from their partners and 
valuable assistance, including parenting advice and shared parenting tasks. These resources aid mothers in addressing 
parenting challenges, alleviating parenting distress, and ultimately reducing parenting stress.8,30 Mothers often bear 
a disproportionate parenting burden within the family, rendering them more susceptible to parenting stress stemming 
from external pressures.

The study highlights that increased parenting stress can lead to more significant challenges in meeting the develop-
mental needs of preschool children, a factor contributing to the rise in children’s problem behaviors.12,45,65 Furthermore, 
within the context of low-income families, a heightened state of maternal parenting stress tends to create a less nurturing 
emotional atmosphere. This tension often escalates child problem behaviors, with emotional contagion being a key 
mechanism in this process.66 The emotional environment influenced by maternal stress thus plays a critical role in 
shaping the behavioral outcomes in children. As a result, mothers who receive substantial support from their partners 
have a reduced parenting burden, facilitating the establishment of mutual support systems, collaborative problem-solving, 
and consistent parenting rules. These factors contribute to lowered maternal parenting stress levels,67 making mothers 
less likely to resort to harsh physical punishments. It, in turn, fosters a positive family atmosphere and reduces children’s 
problem behaviors.45,66

Professionals can apply this knowledge by developing and implementing programs to enhance co-parenting skills, 
promote positive communication, and provide strategies for stress management. Moreover, early childhood educators can 
play a vital role by observing children’s behavior in educational settings, identifying signs of stress or distress that may 
be linked to family dynamics, and providing targeted support or referrals to family counselling services. Community 
workers can also contribute by offering resources and services that support families in building stronger co-parenting 
relationships, such as family therapy or parenting classes.

The Moderating Role of Family Resilience
The findings suggest family resilience moderated the relationship between unsupportive co-parenting and parenting 
stress. However, it did not demonstrate a moderating effect on the association between supportive co-parenting and 
parenting stress. Specifically, family resilience acted as a protective factor, mitigating the adverse effects of unsupportive 
co-parenting on parenting stress.

In the context of family resilience’s moderating role, it was observed that negative perceptions of co-parenting and 
parenting stress exhibited a significant and positive correlation for both mothers with high and low levels of family 
resilience. This outcome is consistent with the conceptual framework of family risk and resilience and models of family 
well-being,42,43 supporting the idea that family resilience serves as a protective mechanism for mothers in demanding 
circumstances, such as situations involving unsupportive co-parenting. Family resilience effectively mitigates the 
detrimental effects of unsupportive co-parenting on mothers’ levels of parenting stress.

In line with the conceptual framework of family risk and resilience and models of family well-being,42,43 families 
with higher levels of family resilience promote positive communication and mutual support among their members. As 
a result, parents within these families are more inclined to support each other in parenting matters, thereby reducing 
instances of unsupportive co-parenting. Simultaneously, when unsupportive co-parenting levels are elevated, parents 
report lower levels of parenting stress, a finding corroborated by prior research.63

The study’s results indicate that family resilience is a protective factor, explicitly moderating the impact of 
unsupportive co-parenting on parenting stress. However, it does not significantly alter the effects of supportive co- 
parenting on stress levels. This finding underscores the importance of nurturing family resilience to buffer the negative 
consequences of unsupportive co-parenting practices for professionals such as early childhood educators and community 
workers. It suggests that programs and interventions to strengthen family resilience could be particularly beneficial for 
families experiencing high levels of unsupportive co-parenting. By focusing on building resilience, professionals can 
help families develop coping strategies that mitigate parenting stress, potentially leading to more positive outcomes for 
children. Furthermore, early childhood educators can use these insights to provide targeted support to families, 
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emphasizing the development of resilient family dynamics. On the other hand, community workers might focus on 
creating supportive environments that foster family resilience, offering resources and workshops that address coping 
mechanisms and resilience-building techniques. Overall, the study highlights the critical role of family resilience in 
moderating the effects of unsupportive co-parenting on parenting stress, offering a valuable direction for interventions to 
support families and enhance child well-being.

Conclusion
Several limitations should be acknowledged in this study. First, the data were exclusively obtained through mothers’ 
reports. Although the Harman one-way test was performed in this study and verified no significant common method bias, 
the correlation between the variables may have been exaggerated. Therefore, to mitigate this limitation, future research 
efforts should consider incorporating diverse measurement techniques, such as behavioral observations or peer reports. 
Additionally, the relationship between co-parenting relationships, children’s problem behaviors, parenting stress, and 
family resilience could also be explored in the future in different cultural contexts. Secondly, it is noteworthy that all 
participants in this study were mothers from Shanghai, a super Tier 1 city and one of the most developed urban centers in 
China. As a result, the sample may only partially represent Chinese parents. Thus, to enhance the generalizability of 
findings, forthcoming studies should include parents from various cities to present a more comprehensive perspective on 
Chinese parenting experiences. Furthermore, this research adopted a cross-sectional research design, enabling the 
examination of relationships between variables at a single time. For a deeper understanding of how co-parenting 
relationships impact the developmental outcomes of preschoolers, future investigations are encouraged to employ 
longitudinal research methodologies, which can provide insights into the effects over time. In addition, this study 
focuses exclusively on the significant role of mothers in family dynamics and child-rearing. Given the crucial involve-
ment of fathers and the characteristic participation of grandparents in Chinese cultural settings, future research should 
also consider the participation of fathers or other caregivers.

The current study uncovered that parenting stress mediates the association between co-parenting and children’s 
problem behaviors. Additionally, family resilience emerged as a pivotal moderator in the relationship between unsup-
portive co-parenting and children’s problem behaviors. These findings emphasize the importance of considering parent-
ing stress and family resilience in the intricate dynamics between co-parenting and child problem behavior. The results of 
this investigation provide novel insights for developing potential interventions, policies and support strategies to enhance 
preschool children’s social adjustment.
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