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Abstract 

(1) Background: Prosocial behaviour serves as a crucial indicator of mental health devel-
opment among preschool children. This study aimed to reveal the path through which 
family cohesion affects prosocial behaviour in Chinese preschoolers, while exploring the 
potential roles of parent‒child relationships and parenting sense of competence in this 
relationship; (2) Methods: The questionnaire method was used, with 515 parents of pre-
school children from Southwest China participating in this survey (115 fathers, 400 moth-
ers; Mage = 34.37, SD = 5.31). (3) Results: The key findings of the study are as follows: 1. 
Family cohesion exerted a direct and positive significant effect on the prosocial behaviour 
of preschoolers such that strong family cohesion effectively promoted children’s prosocial 
behaviour; 2. Parent‒child relationships and a sense of competence in terms of parenting 
played a joint mediating role in the relationship between family cohesion and pre-
schooler’s prosocial behaviour. Specifically, strong family cohesion enhanced the quality 
of parent‒child relationships, which in turn improved parents’ parenting sense of compe-
tence, ultimately facilitating the development of prosocial behaviour in preschool children; 
3. Further propensity score-matching analysis revealed that the influence of family cohe-
sion on the prosocial behaviour of preschoolers varies by parent, with parenting sense of 
competence being significant among fathers and parent‒child relationships being signifi-
cant among mothers. (4) Conclusions: In educational practice, greater attention should be 
paid to the role of fathers in Chinese family education, especially regarding their parent-
ing capabilities and experiences. Additionally, it is essential to encourage Chinese fathers 
to actively fulfil their parenting duties and responsibilities. 

Keywords: family cohesion; prosocial behaviour; parent‒child relationship; parenting 
sense of competence; preschool children 
 

1. Introduction 
1.1. The Development of Prosocial Behaviour in Preschool Children 

Children’s prosocial behaviour refers to children’s spontaneous expression of care 
and empathy for others, as well as behaviours that are beneficial to others in social inter-
actions (Eisenberg et al., 2015). These behaviours are an external manifestation of the de-

Academic Editor: Xiaochun Xie 

Received: 4 January 2026 

Revised: 19 February 2026 

Accepted: 27 February 2026 

Published: 28 February 2026 

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and 

conditions of the Creative Commons 

Attribution (CC BY) license. 



Behav. Sci. 2026, 16, 347 2 of 14 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16030347 

velopment of personality and moral quality, and they are an important aspect of chil-
dren’s social interactions. Additionally, they are an important indicator of children’s social 
development. Prosocial behaviour occurs in infants, and individuals undergo rapid de-
velopment during the preschool period (Hashim et al., 2023; Vanderbilt et al., 2023). Em-
pirical research has shown that in early childhood, children who often exhibit prosocial 
behaviours are more likely to be accepted by the group and less likely to be prone to prob-
lem behaviours such as aggression (Hay et al., 2021; A. Li et al., 2023). In addition, the 
development of children’s prosocial behaviour is closely related to their academic perfor-
mance (Armstrong-Carter et al., 2021; Puccioni et al., 2020), interpersonal relationships 
(Jambon & Malti, 2022; Grueneisen & Warneken, 2022), and psychosocial adaptation 
(Stacy, 2020). 

In summary, on the one hand, preschool is a critical period for children’s prosocial 
development, and investigating the factors that influence preschool children’s prosocial 
behaviour plays a crucial role in fostering positive social relationships. On the other hand, 
the development of prosocial behaviour depends on families. As the initial and long-term 
spaces for the social development of individuals, families are a pivotal contextual factor 
in children’s growth. Therefore, the present study investigates the mechanism through 
which family cohesion affects the prosocial behaviour of Chinese preschool children. 

1.2. Relationship Between Family Cohesion and the Prosocial Behaviour of Preschool Children 

In accordance with ecological systems theory, the family stands as one of the mi-
crosystems exerting the most substantial influence on individual development (Bron-
fenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). As a significant indicator of the family atmosphere, family co-
hesion refers to the degree of emotional connection between an individual and other fam-
ily members (Olson et al., 2010), which is an inherent characteristic of the family system. 
A number of studies have shown that family cohesion is closely related to children’s pro-
social behaviour, i.e., as family cohesion deepens, children’s prosocial behaviour increases 
(Miller-Graff et al., 2020; Hur et al., 2017; Manyeruke et al., 2021). In addition, one study 
showed that father–child cohesion, but not mother–child cohesion, can positively predict 
children’s prosocial behaviour and that prosocial behaviour affects mother–child cohesion 
but not father–child cohesion through loneliness (W. Chen et al., 2022). In conclusion, a 
significant correlation may exist between family cohesion and the prosocial behaviour of 
preschool children. Moreover, when considering fathers and mothers separately, family 
cohesion could have varying impacts on children’s prosocial behaviour. 

1.3. The Parent‒Child Relationship and Parenting Sense of Competence as Mediators 

The parent‒child relationship is a family relationship established by parents and chil-
dren based on blood relationships and genetics, and it is also the earliest interpersonal 
relationship established by an individual (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). One study 
showed that, compared with family structure, family cohesion and the parent‒child rela-
tionship were more strongly correlated with children’s prosocial behaviour (Herke et al., 
2020). As one of the main relationships among family members, the parent‒child relation-
ship is an important reflection of family cohesion. Several studies have shown that the 
parent–child relationship can directly or indirectly predict children’s prosocial behaviour 
(Zhang et al., 2022; Ferreira et al., 2016). It can be inferred that the parent–child relation-
ship is likely to play a mediating role in the relationship between family cohesion and 
children’s prosocial behaviour. 

Parenting sense of competence may potentially be regarded as another key factor that 
bridges the gap between family cohesion and children’s prosocial behaviour. Parenting 
sense of competence is defined as the efficacy of parents in meeting the diverse needs of 
young children during the parenting process, which reflects parents’ perception of their 
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capacity to take on parenting responsibilities and their level of satisfaction with their suc-
cessful implementation of parenting behaviours (Ngai et al., 2007; Oltra-Benavent et al., 
2020). As one of the most important dimensions of family functioning, parenting sense of 
competence may be closely related to family cohesion. One previous study revealed that 
the greater the family cohesion, the greater the satisfaction with and perceived efficacy of 
an intervention for parents (Jiménez et al., 2019). In addition, the three dimensions of par-
enting sense of competence, i.e., efficacy, satisfaction, and controllability, all had a signif-
icant positive correlation with family cohesion (Nunes et al., 2016). According to the con-
ceptualization of parenting sense of competence, efficacy refers to the parents’ perceived 
competence and capability in handling their children’s issues and daily parenting tasks; 
Satisfaction, an affective dimension reflecting parenting frustration, anxiety, and motiva-
tion; and controllability refers to the parents’ perception of being in control of their child’s 
behaviour and the extent to which they feel they can influence their child’s development 
(Nunes et al., 2016; Johnston & Mash, 1989; Campis et al., 1986). For example, parenting 
sense of competence efficacy is related to children’s social-emotional regulation. Studies 
have shown that parents’ parenting efficacy can not only reduce children’s problem be-
haviours but also increase children’s prosocial behaviour (Trecca et al., 2022; Jegatheeswa-
ran et al., 2023). Therefore, parenting sense of competence is closely related to children’s 
prosocial behaviour and may play a mediating role in the relationship between family 
cohesion and children’s prosocial behaviour. 

1.4. Current Research 

Chinese young children are brought up in a collectivist culture that places emphasis 
on the intimate interactions between the individual and other people, as well as the exe-
cution of altruistic behaviours. Therefore, the development of prosocial behaviours in Chi-
nese children may differ from that in children from other cultural groups. However, re-
search on preschool children’s prosocial behaviour in China started late, and the research 
results are relatively limited. Moreover, the potential mechanisms underlying young Chi-
nese children’s prosocial behaviour are still unclear. To compensate for this deficiency, 
the current study seeks to elucidate the mechanism through which family cohesion influ-
ences the prosocial behaviour of Chinese preschool children, while also exploring the me-
diating effects of the parent–child relationship and parenting sense of competence within 
this relationship. 

Based on the literature review presented above, the present study hypothesizes the 
following: Hypothesis 1: Family cohesion has a definite influence on the prosocial behav-
iour of preschool children; Hypothesis 2: The parent‒child relationship plays a mediating 
role in the effect of family cohesion on preschool children’s prosocial behaviour; Hypoth-
esis 3: Parenting sense of competence plays a mediating role in the effect of family cohe-
sion on preschool children’s prosocial behaviour; Hypothesis 4: Family cohesion indi-
rectly influences preschoolers’ prosocial behaviour through the chain mediation of par-
ent‒child relationship and parenting sense of competence. See Figure 1 for the proposed 
hypothetical model. 
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Figure 1. Proposed model in this study. 

2. Materials and Methods 
2.1. Research Participants 

The participants of this study were parents of children enrolled in the same kinder-
garten. A total of 515 parents of kindergarten children from Southwest China participated 
in questionnaire survey. Among them, there were 115 fathers and 400 mothers with a 
mean age of 34.37 years (SD = 5.31). Among the preschool children, 274 were boys, 240 
were girls, and 1 was not able to provide their gender. The mean age of the young children 
was 5.20 years (SD = 1.09). All parents completed the questionnaire after being informed 
of the study’s purpose and consenting to participate. 

2.2. Measurement Tools 

Family Cohesion: The cohesion subscale of the Chinese version of the Family Cohe-
sion and Adaptability Scale (FACES I-CV) was used to measure the family cohesion of 
Chinese preschool children. The Chinese version of this scale was revised by Fei et al. 
based on the Family Cohesion and Adaptability Second Edition (FACESII) developed by 
Olson et al.(Olson et al., 2010). The cohesion subscale consists of 16 items (e.g., “In times 
of difficulty, family members will try their best to support each other”, “All family mem-
bers gather together for activities”), all using 1–5 (not = 1; occasionally = 2; sometimes = 3; 
often = 4; always = 5) for scoring. This scale has been validated as suitable for measuring 
the cohesion of Chinese families (L. J. Li et al., 2024). In this study, the internal consistency 
reliability of this subscale, measured by Cronbach’s α coefficient, was 0.833. 

Parent‒Child Relationship: A one-item statement format was used to ask parents to 
rate the quality of their relationships with their children on a scale of 1–5 points, where 1 
means “strongly disagree” and 5 means “strongly agree”. This one-question measure of 
parent–child relationships comes from the Chinese Family Panel Survey and is commonly 
used in China (Institute of Social Science Survey, Peking University, 2018). 

Parenting Sense of Competence: The parenting sense of competence scale was origi-
nally developed by Gibaud-Wallston et al. In 1989, Johnston et al. developed a scale with 
an interpretable two-factor (efficacy and satisfaction) structure. This study adopted the 
Chinese version of the parenting sense of competence scale revised by Yang et al. (2014) 
to measure the parenting sense of competence of a group of parents of young children. 
This scale has been proven to be suitable for the population of Chinese parents of young 
children (Yang et al., 2014; X. Y. Li et al., 2021). The Chinese version of this scale includes 
a total of 17 items divided into an efficacy subscale and a satisfaction subscale. The efficacy 
subscale was used to measure parents’ perceptions of their parenting skills and contained 
eight items (e.g., “I am convinced that I have the skills to be a good mother/father.”). The 
satisfaction subscale was used to measure parents’ comfort level and contained nine items 
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(e.g., “Being a mother/father makes me nervous and anxious”), with a total score of 9–54 
points. Each item in the parenting sense of competence scale was divided into six levels 
from “absolutely disagree” to “absolutely agree” (1–6 points). Nine items (2–5, 8, 9, 12, 14, 
and 16) were reversely scored. The total score was 17–102 points, with a higher score in-
dicating greater overall parenting sense of competence. In this study, the Cronbach’s α 
coefficient of the internal consistency reliability of the Chinese version of this scale was 
0.814. 

Prosocial Behaviour: The subscales of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
were used to measure young children’s prosocial behaviour. The Strengths and Difficul-
ties Questionnaire (SDQ) was revised and refined by the British researcher Good-
man(Goodman, 2010). This scale is a brief emotional and behavioural screening question-
naire that assesses prosocial behaviour, peer interaction problems, emotional problems, 
and hyperactivity and conduct problems. The SDQ is suitable for children aged 3–16 years 
and is widely used in most countries worldwide, including China (C. B. Chen & Chen, 
2017). This study mainly used the parent version, with a total of 25 items (e.g., “Frequent 
lying or deception”, “Being teased or bullied by other children”), in which parents evalu-
ated the prosocial behaviour of their preschool children. In this study, the internal con-
sistency reliability of the prosocial subscale, Cronbach’s α coefficient, was 0.760. 

2.3. Data Processing 

SPSS 25.0 was used for statistical analysis and to process the data collected in this 
study. The survey included (1) descriptive statistics on demographic information, (2) anal-
ysis of the relationships and differences among the core variables, and (3) testing of the 
chain mediation model proposed in this study. 

3. Results 
3.1. Analysis of the Family Characteristics of Chinese Children’s Prosocial Behaviour 

To explore whether sociodemographic groups in Chinese culture also influence pre-
school children’s prosocial behaviours, in addition to the variable of interest, difference tests 
were performed on parental roles (father, mother), parental educational levels (primary school 
to postgraduate degrees), and marital status (married, divorced, single, remarried, and wid-
owed). A t test was used to test group differences in the core variables according to parental 
role. The results showed that there were significant differences between the father and mother 
groups in terms of parent‒child relationships and the prosocial behaviours of preschool chil-
dren, with mothers reporting significantly higher scores than fathers (t = –2.81, p < 0.01; t = –
2.69, p < 0.01); Mmother > Mfather). Next, we used the F test to test the differences in the core 
variables across educational levels and marital status. 

The results showed that there were significant differences in family cohesion, parent-
ing sense of competence, and young children’s prosocial behaviour according to parental 
educational level (F = 3.25, p < 0.05; F = 5.91, p < 0.001; F = 2.84, p < 0.05). The results reported 
by parents with a college degree and above were significantly greater than those reported 
by parents with less than a college degree. In addition, family cohesion and young chil-
dren’s prosocial behaviour differed significantly according to the marital status of their 
parents (F = 7.82, p < 0.001; F = 4.12, p < 0.01), with married parents reporting greater family 
cohesion and more frequent prosocial behaviours in their children. 
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3.2. Correlations Between Family Cohesion, Parenting Sense of Competence, the Parent‒Child 
Relationship and Preschool Children’s Prosocial Behaviour 

The results, in Table 1, of the Pearson correlation analysis showed that family cohe-
sion, parenting sense of competence, and the parent‒child relationship were strongly pos-
itively correlated with preschool children’s prosocial behaviour. Notably, the correlation 
between family cohesion and children’s prosocial behaviour was particularly strong (r = 
0.29–0.45, p < 0.001). A higher frequency of prosocial behaviours in young children is fun-
damentally connected to enhanced family cohesion, a stronger parental sense of compe-
tence (parenting sense of competence) in child-rearing, and positive parent–child relation-
ships, with family cohesion playing a particularly vital role. 

Table 1. Correlations between the core variables. 

 1 2 3 4 
1 Family cohesion 1    

2 Parenting sense of competence 0.50 ** 1   
3 Parent‒child relationship 0.23 ** 0.24 ** 1  

4 Prosocial behaviours 0.45 ** 0.37 ** 0.29 ** 1 
Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; the same applies below. 

In addition, family cohesion, parenting sense of competence, and parent‒child rela-
tionships were significantly and positively pairwise correlated (r = 0.23–0.50, p < 0.001). In 
families with strong cohesion among family members, parents also demonstrated higher 
parenting sense of competence and maintained better relationships with their children. 

3.3. Model Validation Results 

Model 6 in Process 3.3 was used to test the hypotheses proposed in this study. After 
controlling for parental role, marital status and educational level, the results showed that 
the direct path in the model (family cohesion → prosocial behaviour of preschool children) 
was significant. Family cohesion exerts a notable and positive impact on the prosocial be-
haviour of Chinese preschool children (direct effect value was 0.31, and the confidence 
interval did not include 0). Stronger cohesion among family members inspired more al-
truistic behaviours in Chinese children. In addition, the indirect paths were effective: me-
diating path 1 (family cohesion → parent‒child relationship → prosocial behaviour), me-
diating path 2 (family cohesion → parenting sense of competence → prosocial behaviour) 
and mediating path 3 (family cohesion → parent‒child relationship → parenting sense of 
competence → prosocial behaviour) were all significant (the effect values were 0.04, 0.07, 
and 0.01, respectively, and the confidence interval did not include 0). Additionally, medi-
ating path 2 had the strongest effect; see Table 2 for details. 

Table 2. Direct and indirect path between family cohesion and prosocial behaviour. 

Path β 
95% 

Confidence Interval 
Direct effect   

Family cohesion → prosocial behaviour 0.31 [0.22, 0.40] 
Mediating effect   

Family cohesion → parent‒child relationship→ 
prosocial behaviour 

0.04 [0.02, 0.06] 

Family cohesion → PSOC → prosocial behaviour 0.07 [0.03, 0.11] 
Family cohesion → parent‒child relationship → 

PSOC → prosocial behaviour 0.01 [0.00, 0.01] 
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This finding indicates that although family cohesion can also have an indirect influ-
ence on prosocial behaviour, this indirect effect is chiefly realized through parenting sense 
of competence. Specifically, family cohesion does indeed indirectly affect preschool chil-
dren’s prosocial behaviour through parent‒child relationships and parenting sense of 
competence. Strong family cohesion strengthens the parent–child relationship and en-
hances parents’ ability to successfully raise their children, which in turn fosters the devel-
opment of more prosocial behaviours in young children. In this process, parenting sense 
of competence serves as a crucial bridge. 

3.4. Results of the Cross-Group Test for the Father and Mother Groups 

Although the present study revealed the mediating effect of parenting sense of com-
petence, this variable itself displayed significant differences between fathers and mothers. 
Therefore, the hypothetical model proposed in this study was further explored based on 
the father and mother groups to clarify the group differences in the mechanisms of young 
children’s prosocial behaviour. Propensity score-matching (PSM) was used to match par-
ticipants based on parental role (1 = father; 0 = mother) and with parental educational level 
and marital status as control variables. The analysis results indicated that a total of 103 
pairs of effective samples were precisely matched. Then, mediation model testing was 
conducted on the fathers (103 fathers) and mothers (103 mothers). 

Testing results showed that mediating path 1 existed only in the mother group (for 
which the mediating effect was 0.07 and the 95% confidence interval did not include 0), 
while mediating path 2 were present only in the father group (for which the mediating 
effect was 0.01 and 0.02 and the 95% confidence interval did not contain 0). However, 
mediating path 3 existed in both the father and mother groups (for which the mediating 
effects were 0.19 and 0.07, and the 95% confidence interval did not contain 0)—see Figures 
2 and 3 for details. 

 

Figure 2. The mediating model in the father group. 

These results indicate that the effect of family cohesion on young children’s prosocial 
behaviour differs for fathers and mothers. For mothers, the parent–child relationship and 
parenting sense of competence did play a role in the development of prosocial behaviour 
among preschool children; however, this influence was relatively minor. For fathers, their 
evaluation of parenting sense of competence was more critical. If fathers regarded them-
selves as proficient in parenting, they could stimulate more prosocial behaviour in their 
young children. Moreover, the chain-mediated effect between parenting and parenting 
sense of competence was also statistically significant among fathers. That is, the mediating 
effect of parenting sense of competence in fathers can also be fulfilled through harmonious 
parent–child relationships. Enhanced family cohesion strengthens the parent–child rela-
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tionship, which in turn increases parenting sense of competence levels in fathers and ulti-
mately encourages more pro-social behaviours in young children. Comparatively, indi-
vidual mediators of parenting sense of competence play a stronger role than chain medi-
ators. 

 

Figure 3. The mediating model in the mother group. 

4. Discussion 
4.1. The Effect of Family Cohesion on the Prosocial Behaviour of Chinese Preschool Children 

This study has verified that family cohesion has an impact on the prosocial behaviour 
of Chinese preschool children. A greater extent of cohesion among family members ele-
vates the likelihood of preschool children providing assistance to others. The underlying 
mechanism is that the behavioural development of preschool children stems largely from 
the imitation of role models. According to Bandura’s social learning theory, children’s 
behaviour is acquired through indirect observation. For preschool children, adult family 
members, including parents, are the main role models and objects of observation for social 
behaviour learning, and preschool children are more susceptible to the influence of family 
members. Preschool children observe the communication behaviours and interaction pat-
terns between parents or between parents and grandparents, and then they apply these 
learned behaviours and patterns to peer interactions or groups other than family members 
(Lansford et al., 2023; Giner Torréns & Krtner, 2019; Stengelin et al., 2023). Additionally, 
young children hailing from families characterized by a higher level of cohesion are more 
prone to receiving assistance and experiencing supportive behaviours from family mem-
bers. This experience of being assisted undoubtedly heightens the young children’s incli-
nation to assist others and spurs more prosocial behaviours (Shah et al., 2021). Therefore, 
family cohesion is a pivotal factor in the cultivation of preschool children. It is necessary 
to pay additional attention to the important influence that harmonious family interper-
sonal relationships exert on the social development of young children. 

4.2. Mediating Effects of the Parent‒Child Relationship and Parenting Sense of Competence 

This study revealed that the parent‒child relationship and parenting sense of com-
petence play important mediating roles in the relationship between family cohesion and 
preschool children’s prosocial behaviour. These findings support the study’s hypothesis 
proposed in the present study, as well as the findings of Zhao et al. (J. Zhao et al., 2018; 
Poulain et al., 2019). The reason for this is that, on the one hand, as an interpersonal rela-
tionship among family members, the parent‒child relationship can indirectly reflect the 
degree of family cohesion (Ma et al., 2021). From the perspective of attachment theory, a 
positive parent–child relationship promotes children’s secure attachment to their parents, 



Behav. Sci. 2026, 16, 347 9 of 14 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16030347 

resulting in a stronger sense of connection, a greater ability to perceive, pay more attention 
to and recall others’ well-intentioned information, and a greater inclination to adopt pos-
itive attitudes and responses toward themselves and others (Z. Li et al., 2024; F. Zhao et 
al., 2020; Lee, 2018). On the other hand, parenting sense of competence stems from par-
ents’ sense of efficacy in and satisfaction with their ability to meet the various needs of 
preschool children during the parent–child relationship, and to some extent, it also reflects 
the perception of family cohesion. Relevant research findings have indicated that a fa-
vourable parenting sense of competence is capable of not only mitigating the parenting 
stress of parents but also effectively modulating their parenting behaviours and augment-
ing their involvement in the process of parenting (Trahan, 2017; Fang et al., 2021; Albanese 
et al., 2019). In this benign interaction, preschool children are provided with a more suit-
able developmental environment, exhibit more prosocial behaviours, and actively engage 
in social interactions (Salo et al., 2022). 

In addition, a chain mediation model was verified. The influence of family cohesion 
on preschool children’s prosocial behaviour is realized by enhancing parenting sense of 
competence through positive parent–child relationships. This result can be explained by 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Moen et al., 1995; Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 
2000), which posits that children’s development is the product of bidirectional interactions 
between the individual and the environment. The environment has an impact on the 
child’s development. Conversely, the child’s development also exerts an influence on the 
environment. Regarding children aged 3–6 years, although the parent–child relationship 
between them and their parents is restricted by the micro-system, namely the family en-
vironment, this situation also has an effect on the parents within the family, especially 
their perception of their own parenting ability. This perception will ultimately affect the 
development of their children’s social behaviour, embodying the dynamic interaction be-
tween the individual and the environment. Notably, the current study further revealed 
that the individual mediating effect of parenting sense of competence is the most promi-
nent, underscoring the unique significance of parenting sense of competence in the social 
development of young children. According to the interaction model, the psychological 
development of young children is affected by the continuous and dynamic interactions 
between young children and their caregivers. Specifically, parenting sense of competence 
has an impact on the social development of young children, which in turn influences their 
prosocial behaviour. On the other hand, the prosocial behaviour of young children also 
affects parenting sense of competence (Slagt et al., 2012) 

4.3. Differences in Parental Roles 

The innovative finding of this study is that the effect of family cohesion on the pro-
social behaviour of preschool children varies by parents. The mediating effect of the key 
variable, parenting sense of competence, is significant only among fathers. This finding 
aligns with the actual situation of family education in China. In China, the key caregivers 
of young children are almost invariably mothers, whereas the role of fathers in parenting 
is considerably weak to the extent that single parenting, characterized by mothers serving 
as the almost exclusive primary caregivers due to weak involvement from fathers, has 
become a common occurrence. Previous research has indicated that, in China’s current 
family education, due to work stress, marital satisfaction, personal characteristics, role 
identification, or mothers’ gatekeeping behaviour, fathers’ willingness and level of partic-
ipation in parenting are lower than those of mothers (Liu et al., 2022; Xu et al., 2019). 
Moreover, it has been confirmed that parenting efficacy is closely related to parental in-
volvement (Pelletier & Brent, 2002). Research indicates that in China, greater father’s in-
volvement in parenting is beneficial for fostering a child’s well-rounded personality, in-
tellectual development, social skills, and independence (Tong, 2008). Father involvement 
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in parenting is significantly positively correlated with children’s self-esteem and prosocial 
risk-taking behaviour (Wang, 2025). Considering the relatively low degree of father in-
volvement, fathers demonstrate a reduced level of parenting sense of competence and 
show reluctance toward engaging in parenting activities. This leads to a decline in parent-
ing effectiveness and ultimately exerts a substantial and far-reaching influence on the so-
cial development of young children. 

4.4. Research Significance and Limitations 

The results of this study can guide the promotion of children’s social development 
through family education. First, this study advances existing theoretical frameworks by 
proposing and testing an integrated chain mediation model that simultaneously examines 
parent–child relationships and parenting sense of competence as sequential mediators in 
the relationship between family cohesion and children’s prosocial behaviour. This ap-
proach extends beyond prior research, which typically examined these mediating varia-
bles in isolation, by revealing the dynamic and interconnected nature of family processes. 
Specifically, our findings demonstrate that strong family cohesion strengthens parenting 
sense of competence by enhancing the level of parent‒child relationships and ultimately 
increases the occurrence of prosocial behaviour in children. Second, this study has uncov-
ered the crucial significance of parenting sense of competence in the development of 
young children’s social behaviour. This further revealed the differences in the factors in-
fluencing young children’s prosocial behaviour between groups of fathers and mothers, 
underscoring the importance of “the father’s presence” in family education. We appeal 
for more Chinese fathers to invest in the education and development of their children. 

This study is subject to certain limitations. The use of a single-item measure may not 
fully capture the complexity of the parent–child relationship and may have introduced 
measurement error, potentially affecting the precision of our estimated effects. And rely-
ing solely on parent reports for all measures may introduce shared method variance, 
which could affect the interpretation of our findings. This study exclusively analyzed the 
causal relationship between family cohesion and the prosocial behaviour of preschool 
children in the parent–child relationship and parenting sense of competence. There is a 
dearth of support from both longitudinal tracking data and educational experimental 
data. Future research may utilize educational experiments as an auxiliary measure. 

5. Conclusions 
The conclusions drawn from this study are as follows: (1) family cohesion can directly 

and notably affect the prosocial behaviour of preschool children, and stronger family co-
hesion can effectively increase children’s prosocial behaviour; (2) parent‒child relation-
ships and parenting sense of competence serve as significant mediators in the relationship 
between family cohesion and preschool children’s prosocial behaviour, and strong family 
cohesion strengthens parenting sense of competence by enhancing the level of parent‒
child relationships and ultimately increases the occurrence of prosocial behaviour in chil-
dren; (3) further PSM analysis showed that the effect of family cohesion on the prosocial 
behaviour of preschool children varies by parents, with parenting sense of competence 
exhibiting notable significance within the group of fathers, while the parent–child rela-
tionship demonstrates considerable importance among mothers. 

Author Contributions: X.C. wrote the main manuscript text and prepared figures and tables in this 
study; Writing—review and editing were performed by J.C.; X.G. was responsible for contacting the 
subjects and conducting the survey, and also collecting the data from kindergartens in Chongqing 
(China). All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript. 



Behav. Sci. 2026, 16, 347 11 of 14 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16030347 

Funding: This research was supported by the Key Project of the National Office for Education Sci-
ence Planning, named “The Research on Interpersonal Adaptation Disorders and Psychological In-
tervention of Hong Kong, Macao, Taiwan and Overseas College Students from China Mainland 
Universities: Based on the Theory of Cultural Identity” (NO.WBZ230531). 

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the 
Declaration of Helsinki, and the protocol was approved by the ethics review committee of Normal 
College of Jimei University (Approval Code: 2023110001, Approval Date: 9 November 2023). 

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all participants in this study. 
Before starting the questionnaire, the subjects were informed of the purpose of this survey as well 
as information on confidentiality of the information and their voluntary participation. Subjects were 
asked to start filling out the questionnaire after making sure that they knew the purpose of the study 
and voluntarily agreed to participate. 

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the 
corresponding author due to privacy or ethical restrictions. 

Acknowledgments: Sincere thanks to Chun Xia (Zhonghe Kindergarten, Chongqing, China) for his 
strong support of this paper, especially in the research design, questionnaire survey, and data col-
lection. 

Conflicts of Interest: The authors have no competing interests, or other interests that might be per-
ceived to influence the results and/or discussion reported in this paper. 

Abbreviations 
The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript: 

PSOC Parenting Sense of Competence 

References 
Albanese, A. M., Russo, G. R., & Geller, P. A. (2019). The role of parental self-efficacy in parent and child well-being: A systematic 

review of associated outcomes. Child: Care, Health and Development, 45(3), 333–363. https://doi.org/10.1111/cch.12661. 
Armstrong-Carter, E., Miller, J. G., Hill, L. J. B., & Domingue, B. W. (2021). Preschool children’s prosocial behavior protects against 

academic risk in neighborhoods with low socioeconomic status. Child Development, 92(4), 1509–1522. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13549. 

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Ceci, S. J. (1994). Nature-nurture reconceptualized in developmental perspective: A bioecological model. Psy-
chological Review, 101(4), 568–586. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295x.101.4.568. 

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Evans, G. W. (2000). Developmental science in the 21st century: Emerging questions, theoretical models, re-
search designs and empirical findings. Social Development, 9(1), 115–125. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9507.00114. 

Campis, L. K., Lyman, R. D., & Prentice-Dunn, S. (1986). The Parental Locus of Control Scale: Development and validation. Journal of 
Clinical Child Psychology, 15(3), 260–267. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15374424jccp1503_10. 

Chen, C. B., & Chen, J. (2017). A review of psychometric properties of the Chinese version of the Strengths and Difficulties Question-
naire. Chinese Journal of Public Health, 33(4), 685–688. https://doi.org/10.11847/zgggws2017-33-04-43. 

Chen, W., Li, X., Huebner, E. S., & Tian, L. (2022). Parent–child cohesion, loneliness, and prosocial behavior: Longitudinal relations 
in children. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 39(9), 2939–2963. https://doi.org/10.1177/02654075221091178. 

Eisenberg, N., Spinrad, T. L., & Knafo-Noam, A. (2015). Prosocial development. In Handbook of child psychology and developmental 
science. Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118963418.childpsy315. 

Fang, Y., Boelens, M., Windhorst, D. A., Raat, H., & van Grieken, A. (2021). Factors associated with parenting self-efficacy: A system-
atic review. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 77(6), 2641–2661. https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.14767. 

Ferreira, T., Cadima, J., Matias, M., Vieira, J., Leal, T., & Matos, P. (2016). Preschool children’s prosocial behavior: The role of mother-
child, father-child and teacher-child relationships. Journal of Child & Family Studies, 25(6), 1829–1839. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-016-0369-x. 



Behav. Sci. 2026, 16, 347 12 of 14 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16030347 

Giner Torréns, M., & Krtner, J. (2019). Affiliation motivates children’s prosocial behaviors: Relating helping and comforting to imita-
tion. Review of Social Development, 28(3), 501–513. https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12357. 

Goodman, R. (2010). The strengths and difficulties questionnaire: A research note. Journal of Child Psychology & Psychiatry, 38(5), 581–
586. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.1997.tb01545.x. 

Grueneisen, S., & Warneken, F. (2022). The development of prosocial behavior-from sympathy to strategy. Current Opinion in Psy-
chology, 43, 323–328. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2021.08.005. 

Hashim, N., Fischer, N. L., Kim, E. B., Yeung, W. J. J., & Yu, R. (2023). The influence of socioeconomic status and appearance-reality 
understanding on pre-schoolers’ sharing and generosity. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 41(4), 325–342. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjdp.12451. 

Hay, D. F., Paine, A. L., Perra, O., Cook, K. V., & Fyfield, R. (2021). Prosocial and aggressive behavior: A longitudinal study. Mono-
graphs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 86(2), 12427. https://doi.org/10.1111/mono.12427. 

Herke, M., Knchelmann, A., & Richter, M. (2020). Health and well-being of adolescents in different family structures in germany and 
the importance of family climate. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 17(18), 6470. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17186470. 

Hur, Y. M., Taylor, J., Jeong, H. U., Park, M. S., & Haberstick, B. C. (2017). Perceived family cohesion moderates environmental 
influences on prosocial behavior in nigerian adolescent twins. Twin Research & Human Genetics, 20(03), 226–235. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/thg.2017.15. 

Institute of Social Science Survey, Peking University. (2018). China Family Panel Studies 2018 consolidated questionnaire. 
https://www.isss.pku.edu.cn/cfps/docs/20210807104343791093.pdf 

Jambon, M., & Malti, T. (2022). Developmental relations between childrens peer relationship quality and prosocial behavior: The 
mediating role of trust. The Journal of Genetic Psychology, 183(3), 197–210. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221325.2022.2030293. 

Jegatheeswaran, C., Burns, S., Jenkins, J. M., & Perlman, M. (2023). Influence of maternal cognitions on child mental health and 
educational experiences at home during COVID-19. Early Education and Development, 34, 900–913. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2023.2275508. 

Jiménez, L., Hidalgo, V., Baena, S., León, A., & Lorence, B. (2019). Effectiveness of structural-strategic family therapy in the treatment 
of adolescents with mental health problems and their families. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 
16(7), 1255. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16071255. 

Johnston, C., & Mash, E. J. (1989). A Measure of Parenting Satisfaction and Efficacy. Journal of Clinical Child Psychology, 18(2), 167–175. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15374424jccp1802_8. 

Lansford, J. E., Odgers, C. L., Bradley, R. H., Godwin, J., Copeland, W. E., Rothenberg, W. A., & Dodge, K. A. (2023). The home-21: A 
revised measure of the home environment for the 21st century tested in two independent samples. Psychological assessment, 
35(1), 1–11. https://doi.org/10.1037/pas0001183. 

Lee, J. (2018). Prosocial parent-to-peer path model for South Korean school-aged children. Child Indicators Research, 11, 1867–1888. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-017-9522-3. 

Li, A., Wang, S., & Liu, X. (2023). Parent involvement in schools as ecological assets, prosocial behaviors and problem behaviors 
among chinese middle school students: Mediating role of positive coping. Current Psychology, 42, 16061–16069. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-020-01098-0. 

Li, L. J., Zhang, J., Zhang, N., Chen, Q., & Wang, C. X. (2024). The impact of family cohesion and family conflict on sleep duration 
among preschoolers. Chinese Journal of Behavioral Medicine and Brain Science, 33(7), 624–629. https://rs.yiigle.com/cmaid/1510251. 

Li, X. Y., Mao, K. N., Mi, X. Y., Gao, L. L., Yang, X., Tao, H. F., Zhang, Y. W., Chen, J., Wang, X., Shen, L. J., Yuan, J. L., Miao, M., & 
Zhou, H. (2021). Psychometric evaluation of the Parenting Sense of Competence Scale among mothers of preschool children. 
Journal of Peking University (Health Sciences), 53(3), 479–484. https://doi.org/10.19723/j.issn.1671-167X.2021.03.007. 

Li, Z., Yu, C., Cao, Y., Nie, Y., Tu, W., Liu, B., Ning, Z., & Chen, P. (2024). The association between parent–child attachment and 
prosocial behavior: A longitudinal study. Current Psychology, 43(3), 2432–2441. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-023-04474-8. 

Liu, Y., Haslam, D. M., Dittman, C. K., Guo, M., & Morawska, A. (2022). Predicting Chinese father involvement: Parental role beliefs, 
fathering self-efficacy and maternal gatekeeping. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 1066876. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1066876. 

Ma, M., Li, D., & Zhang, L. (2021). Longitudinal prediction of children’s math anxiety from parent-child relationships. Learning and 
Individual Differences, 88(4), 102016. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2021.102016. 

Manyeruke, G., Erkez, Y., Kiraz, A., & Akc, E. (2021). Attachment, psychological wellbeing, and educational development among 
child members of transnational families. Alpha Psychiatry, 22, 49–55. https://doi.org/10.5455/apd.106486. 



Behav. Sci. 2026, 16, 347 13 of 14 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16030347 

Miller-Graff, L. E., Scheid, C. R., Guzmán, D. B., & Grein, K. (2020). Caregiver and family factors promoting child resilience in at-risk 
families living in Lima, Peru. Child Abuse & Neglect, 108(2), 104639. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2020.104639. 

Moen, P. E., Elder, G. H., Jr., & Lüscher, K. E. (1995). Examining lives in context: Perspectives on the ecology of human development. Amer-
ican Psychological Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/10176-000. 

Ngai, F. W., Wai-Chi Chan, S., & Holroyd, E. (2007). Translation and validation of a chinese version of the parenting sense of compe-
tence scale in chinese mothers. Nursing Research, 56(5), 348–354. https://doi.org/10.1097/01.NNR.0000289499.99542.94. 

Nunes, C., Jiménez, L., Menéndez, S., Ayala-Nunes, L., & Hidalgo, V. (2016). Psychometric properties of an adapted version of the 
parental sense of competence (psoc) scale for portuguese at-risk parents. Child & Family Social Work, 21(4), 433–441. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12159. 

Olson, D. H., Russell, C. S., & Sprenkle, D. H. (2010). Circumplex model of marital and family systems: Vi. theoretical update. Family 
Process, 22(1), 144–167. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.1983.00069.x. 

Oltra-Benavent, P., Cano-Climent, A., Oliver-Roig, A., Cabrero-García, J., & Richart-Martínez, M. (2020). Spanish version of the par-
enting sense of competence scale: Evidence of reliability and validity. Child & Family Social Work, 25(2), 373–383. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12693. 

Pelletier, J., & Brent, J. M. (2002). Parent participation in children’ school readiness: The effects of parental self-efficacy, cultural di-
versity and teacher strategies. International Journal of Early Childhood, 34(1), 45–60. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03177322. 

Poulain, T., Ludwig, J., Hiemisch, A., Hilbert, A., & Kiess, W. (2019). Media use of mothers, media use of children, and parent–child 
interaction are related to behavioral difficulties and strengths of children. International Journal of Environmental Research and 
Public Health, 16(23), 4651. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16234651. 

Puccioni, J., Froiland, J. M., & Moeyaert, M. (2020). Preschool teachers’ transition practices and parents’ perceptions as predictors of 
involvement and children’s school readiness. Children and Youth Services Review, 109, 104742. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2019.104742. 

Salo, A. E., Junttila, N., & Vauras, M. (2022). Parental self-efficacy and intra- and extra-familial relationships. Journal of Child and 
Family Studies, 31(10), 2714–2729. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-022-02380-4. 

Shah, S., Choi, M., Miller, M., Halgunseth, L. C., Schaik, S. D. M. V., & Brenick, A. (2021). Family cohesion and school belongingness: 
Protective factors for immigrant youth against bias-based bullying. New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 2021(177), 
199–217. https://doi.org/10.1002/cad.20410. 

Slagt, M., Deković, M., de Haan, A. D., Van Den Akker, A. L., & Prinzie, P. (2012). Longitudinal associations between mothers’ and 
fathers’ sense of competence and children’s externalizing problems: The mediating role of parenting. Developmental psychology, 
48(6), 1554–1562. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0027719. 

Stacy, T. A. (2020). Temperamental shyness, effortful control, and psychosocial adjustment in chinese children (Order No. 28259503). ProQuest 
Dissertations & Theses. Available online: https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/temperamental-shyness-effortful-
control/docview/2494896041/se-2 (accessed on 1 January 2026). 

Stengelin, R., Ball, R., Maurits, L., Kanngiesser, P., & Haun, D. B. M. (2023). Children over-imitate adults and peers more than pup-
pets. Developmental Science, 26(2), 13303. https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.13303. 

Tong, Z. Y. (2008). On the Unique Influence of Fathers in Children’s Education and Its Optimization. Journal of Yichun University, 
30(03), 55–57. 

Trahan, M. H. (2017). Paternal self-efficacy and father involvement: A bi-directional relationship. Psychology of Men & Masculinity, 
19(4), 624–634. https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000130. 

Trecca, F., Bleses, D., Hjen, A., & Laursen, B. (2022). Direct and indirect effects from parenting self-efficacy and parenting practices 
to social-emotional adjustment in 3-to 5-year-old children. Acta Psychologica, 229, 103673. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2022.103673. 

Vanderbilt, K. E., Rizzo, M. T., & Blankenship, J. (2023). Preschoolers selectively trust and selectively share with others based on their 
past accuracy and intentions. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 228, 105610. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2022.105610. 

Wang, D. (2025). Paternal involvement in parenting and prosocial risk-taking behavior of junior high school students: The chain mediating role 
of self-esteem and moral disengagement [Master’s thesis, Kashgar University]. https://doi.org/10.27746/d.cnki.gkssf.2025.000194. 

Xu, Y., Xu, D., Simpkins, S., & Warschauer, M. (2019). Does it matter which parent is absent? labor migration, parenting, and adoles-
cent development in china. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 28(1), 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-019-01382-z. 

Yang, X., Gao, L. L., Zhang, Z. X. Wu, D. H., Zhang, Y. (2014). Chinese version of the Parenting Competency Scale in parturients: 
Reliability and validity testing of applications. Chinese Journal of Nursing, 49(7), 881–885. (In Chinese) 



Behav. Sci. 2026, 16, 347 14 of 14 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16030347 

Zhang, R., Guo, Y., Bai, B., Wang, Y., Gao, L., & Cheng, L. (2022). The association between parental marital satisfaction and adolescent 
prosocial behavior in China: A moderated serial mediation model. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public 
Health, 19(9), 5630. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19095630. 

Zhao, F., Liu, M., & Li, S. (2020). Paternal coparenting behavior and adolescent prosocial behaviors: Roles of parent-child attachment, 
peer attachment, and gender. Children and Youth Services Review, 119, 105629. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105629. 

Zhao, J., Zhang, Y., Jiang, F., Ip, P., Ho, F. K. W., Zhang, Y., & Huang, H. (2018). Excessive screen time and psychosocial well-being: 
The mediating role of body mass index, sleep duration, and parent-child interaction. Journal of Pediatrics, 202, 157–162. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpeds.2018.06.029. 

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual au-
thor(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to 
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content. 


