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Background: According to the ecological systems theory, the microsystems are important 
during the development process because they have direct effects on immediate and proximal 
factors that shape human development. The theory identifies the family as a microsystem that 
has profound influence on development since it is the immediate environment in which 
individuals live. This study explored the multiple mediation effect of perfectionism and 
altruistic behavior on the association between perceived parenting styles and mental health.
Methods: In this cross-sectional study, convenience cluster sampling was used, and the 
purpose was empirically examined by means of an online questionnaire survey. This study 
adopted the Demographic Questionnaire, short-form Egna Minnen Beträffande Uppfostran, 
Chinese Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale, Self-Reported Altruism Scale, and 
General Health Questionnaire to conduct measurements in 525 university students.
Results: The results of the correlation analysis revealed that perceived parenting styles were 
significantly correlated to perfectionism, altruistic behavior, and mental health. In addition, 
perfectionism and altruistic behavior were significantly correlated to mental health, while 
negative perfectionism was not correlated to altruistic behavior. The results of the structural 
equation model analysis indicated that parental rejection and emotional warmth had direct 
and significant effects on children’s mental health. Positive perfectionism and altruistic 
behavior not only played partial mediating roles between parental emotional warmth and 
children’s mental health but also exerted a chain multiple mediation effect. Altruistic 
behavior played a partial mediating role between positive perfectionism and mental health.
Conclusion: Therefore, parents should practice positive parenting styles such as parental 
emotional warmth toward their children to ensure that positive perfectionism and altruistic 
behavioral tendency improve mental health.
Keywords: perceived parenting styles, perfectionism, altruistic behavior, mental health, 
multiple mediation effect

Introduction
Mental health is a state of well-being in which individuals realize their own 
potential and abilities to cope with the normal pressures in life and can study and 
work with quality, thereby generating a positive effect on the surrounding 
environment.1 Mental health status is affected by various factors. The ecological 
systems theory proposed by Bronfenbrenner states that family, as a microsystem, 
has the most direct effect on individuals.2 Perceived parenting styles can affect the 
mental development of individuals in this system, which is closely related to their 
mental health status.3 The behavioral patterns and tendencies of parents in raising 
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children constituted their parenting styles;4 these parenting 
styles were interactive and consistent in various 
situations.5 Studies have discovered that children who 
were often rejected by their parents had more unstable 
emotions, higher reverse psychology abilities, and were 
prone to hostile aggressive behaviors than children who 
were often accepted by their parents, who demonstrated 
more frequent prosocial behaviors, specifically expressed 
as compassion, wide-ranging hobbies, and a helpful 
nature.6,7 In addition, studies have identified that parenting 
styles were correlated with children’s mental health. 
Positive parenting styles were conducive to the formation 
of a healthy mental status among the children. Children 
with parents who do not understand and accept them are 
more prone to mental illnesses such as neurosis and mood 
disorders.8,9 Therefore, the effect of parenting styles on 
mental health and the influence mechanisms should be 
explored. On the basis of relevant studies,6,10 this study 
further explored the role of perfectionism and altruistic 
behavior as mediators of the association between parenting 
styles and children’s mental health.

Perfectionism among individuals refers to setting 
unrealistically high standards for themselves and using 
these standards to measure self-worth.10 Most researchers 
have claimed that perfectionism may be positive or 
negative.11,12 The present study adopted the Chinese 
Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale compiled by 
Zi and Zhou because it is more suitable for use in the 
Chinese cultural environment.11 Studies have asserted that 
individuals’ perfectionism stemmed from early experi-
ences and parental influence.13,14 In addition, Zhou noted 
that the formation of individuals’ perfectionism was clo-
sely related to the parenting styles experienced by the 
individuals.12 That is, parenting styles of the father or 
mother can affect the generation and development of chil-
dren’s perfectionism. Positive parenting styles can pro-
mote the formation of positive perfectionism, whereas 
a harsh disciplinary parenting style increases the tendency 
of children to develop negative perfectionism. Moreover, 
perfectionism is a crucial factor affecting mental health. 
Studies have shown that an individual’s positive perfec-
tionism tendency was positively correlated with positive 
mental health indicators (eg, self-esteem, positive emo-
tions, and subjective well-being). By contrast, an indivi-
dual’s negative perfectionism was strongly correlated with 
negative mental health indicators, such as anxiety, depres-
sion, and compulsion, and significantly and positively 
correlated with negative emotions.15–17 Specifically, 

positive perfectionism is a kind of benign psychological 
characteristic that focuses on cleanliness and proper orga-
nization, and feedback is a feature of the ability to actively 
regulate mental health. By contrast, negative perfectionism 
is generally the cause of certain mental illnesses.11 

Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was proposed: Positive parenting 
styles can lead to stronger positive perfectionism and 
weaker negative perfectionism in individuals, thus leading 
to better mental health status. That is, the mediating effect 
of perfectionism can help predict the effect of parenting 
styles on children’s mental health.

Altruistic behavior refers to behavior that benefits other 
individuals at the cost of the individual.18 In general, altruis-
tic behavior was considered the highest level of prosocial 
behavior. According to the social cognitive theory, behaviors 
exhibited by an individual are the result of his/her observa-
tion, learning, and imitation.19 Because parents have the 
most contact with children in their early stages of child 
development, parents have a direct influence on their chil-
dren’s altruistic behavior.20 In particular, children who 
received care and a warm upbringing from their parents 
were more likely to develop positive behaviors.21 Relevant 
studies have shown that positive parenting styles were con-
ducive to the development of positive peer relationships and 
excellent social adaptability.22,23 Specifically, children were 
influenced by the parenting process. Parents’ altruistic beha-
viors in daily life are imitated and learned by children to 
a certain extent, which strengthens the interpersonal com-
munication skills among the children. For example, when 
children encounter situations similar to their parents’ experi-
ences, they tend to make choices similar to those of their 
parents. Kou et al noted that the development of altruistic 
behaviors is usually a process of external presentation of 
internalized values.24 Parents’ positive parenting behaviors 
promote altruistic tendencies in their children. In addition, 
the parents’ altruistic behaviors confer a sense of value to 
their children, thereby enabling the children to continually 
internalize altruistic behaviors into natural behaviors in their 
daily lives to develop a stable personality. Berkowitz proved 
that the altruistic behaviors of people are attributed to their 
inner responsibility.25 The concept of altruistic value is 
internalized into the consciousness and manifested as beha-
vior, which not only enables individuals to adapt to their 
own life but also makes it easier for them to integrate into 
the community. In addition, Adler claimed that altruistic 
behavior had a psychological healing effect,26 that is, indi-
viduals were prone to identify their self-worth and stimulate 
emotional spillovers when displaying altruistic behaviors, 

https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S318446                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

DovePress                                                                                                                         

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2021:14 1158

Feng et al                                                                                                                                                             Dovepress

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


thereby generating a certain positive effect on mental 
health.27 Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was proposed: Positive 
parenting styles can promote altruistic behavior and high 
mental health status in children, that is, altruistic behavior 
plays a mediating role in the association between parenting 
styles and mental health.

From the perspective of social desirability, perfectionism 
and altruistic behavior were both guided by social expecta-
tions and were strongly correlated with each other. Zhang 
et al discovered that perfectionism in adolescents had 
a predictive effect on prosocial tendency,28 and correlation 
between the two was influenced by motivation.29 Moreover, 
children’s physical and psychological factors undergo tre-
mendous changes with age. Although these changes are 
affected by the parenting styles experienced by the children, 
children are eager to form an independent personality and 
explore their personalities through social interaction. 
Furthermore, children influenced by rational thinking por-
tray their perceived perfect image through organized think-
ing when communicating with parents and teachers. These 
children were more likely to exhibit altruistic behaviors, 
which in turn enhanced their self-confidence and benefitted 
their mental health. Negative perfectionism mostly pointed 
to negative emotions. Individuals who were strongly 
affected by negative perfectionism pursued the ultimate 
high standards when dealing with problems and forced 
themselves to achieve the high expectations of their parents. 
As a result, they often experienced self-denial and self- 
torture. Difficulty in cooperation and communication with 
others was not conducive to the generation of altruistic 
behaviors in individuals and had a negative effect on the 
healthy growth of individuals. Therefore, a causal relation-
ship may exist between parenting styles and mental health; 
that is, parenting styles may affect mental health through 
perfectionism and altruistic behavior. Accordingly, the study 
proposed Hypothesis 3: Perfectionism has a significant pre-
dictive effect on altruistic behavior, and perfectionism and 
altruistic behavior exert a significant chain multiple mediat-
ing effect on the association between parenting styles and 
mental health.

Nowadays, many Chinese university students face 
a special situation that they do not have siblings to interact 
with due to China’s One-Child Policy.30 Previous research-
ers worried that these only child would be spoilt by their 
parents and become “little emperors”.30,31 Chen et al docu-
mented that significantly more self-centered and less coop-
erative individuals have been produced, and this has led to 
widespread concern within China about the social skills and 

mental health of these only child.30 Chinese university stu-
dents’ mental health and the influencing factors should be 
particularly paid attention to. Moreover, this study not only 
focused on positive parenting styles such as parental emo-
tional warmth but also focused on negative parenting styles 
such as parental rejection and overprotection, aiming to 
investigate which parenting styles are beneficial to univer-
sity students’ behavioral tendency and mental health, and 
which parenting styles are detrimental. Western cultures are 
often characterized by individualism and personal agency, 
while Chinese culture is often characterized by interdepen-
dence and mutual connection.32 In Chinese cultural back-
ground, strong parental control was usually viewed as an 
expression of love,33 as a result, maybe parental overprotec-
tion in Chinese cultural background had less negative effects 
on children’s mental health than in Western cultural 
backgrounds.

Furthermore, the relationship between parenting styles 
and university students’ mental health has seldom been 
explored in university students whom with high levels of 
idealism and great amounts of energy.34 Individual’s percep-
tion of parenting styles is not immutable.35 This study has 
great practical value because the parenting styles of univer-
sity students are easy to be ignored, and the mental health of 
university students is of great concern in present-day China. 
University students are in an important stage of psychologi-
cal development. They are facing a series of problems, such 
as living and studying independently without their parents, 
and it is easy to produce negative emotions.9 Therefore, it is 
of practical significance to explore the mental health of 
university students and its influencing factors.

According to the ecological systems theory,2 the micro-
systems are important during the development process 
because they have direct effects on immediate and prox-
imal factors that shape human development. The theory 
identifies the family as a microsystem that has profound 
influence on development since it is the immediate envir-
onment in which individuals live. This study explored the 
chain multiple mediation effect of perfectionism and 
altruistic behavior on the association between perceived 
parenting styles and mental health.

Materials and Methods
Participants and Procedure
In this cross-sectional study by means of an online ques-
tionnaire survey, convenience cluster sampling was used. 
The reason for collecting data online was being the 
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COVID-19 pandemic. A power analysis was conducted 
using G*Power 3.136 in which the estimated effect size 
of r = 0.14, α = 0.05 (two-tailed), and power = 0.80. The 
result suggested a required sample size of N = 311. Thus, 
we chose to examine the association of perceived parent-
ing styles with mental health in a larger sample to increase 
sensitivity. A total of 550 university students were 
recruited at a university in eastern China, and 550 ques-
tionnaires were distributed. After invalid questionnaires 
were excluded because there were much missing data, 
a total of 525 (Nmen = 198, Nwomen = 327; Mage = 20.18, 
SDage = 1.57) valid questionnaires remained, with a valid 
response rate of 95.45%.

The study was carried out as follows: First, we com-
municated with the university students on the Internet. 
After obtaining their informed consent, we sent question-
naires online and they answered the online questionnaires. 
The data collection procedures lasted approximately 30 
minutes. All these participants were willing to cooperate 
with this survey and can complete our questionnaires 
independently. The measures were administrated to the 
participants by two trained research assistants online. We 
did not send questionnaires to those who were not willing 
to cooperate with the investigation. Due to the missing 
data in the key study variables, we excluded 25 individuals 
and the final sample size was 525.

The participants completed measures including the 
Demographic Questionnaire, the short-form Egna Minnen 
Beträffande Uppfostran, the Chinese Frost 
Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale, the Chinese ver-
sion of the Self-Report Altruism Scale Distinguished by 
the Recipient, and the Chinese version of the 12-item 
General Health Questionnaire (total 110 items). The parti-
cipants were informed that the measures included ques-
tions on their beliefs and experiences in daily life and were 
encouraged to respond to all the items accurately. Upon 
study completion, each participant received a bonus (CNY 
6 = US $0.93) for compensation.

Ethical Statements
This study was conducted under the approval of the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University and 
was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of 
Helsinki. The participants were made aware of the volun-
tary and confidential nature of this study. They were fully 
informed of the research before participation, such as 
purpose and content. Written consent was obtained prior 
to the administration. All participants were over 18 years 

old, and there were no minors involved. This study caused 
no harm to participants’ physical and mental health, and 
the results of this study were maintained confidentially.

Measures
Demographic Characteristics
The participants provided demographic characteristics 
information including their gender and age, the number 
of children in the home, the home location, and paternal/ 
maternal education and current occupation.

Perceived Parenting Styles
The short-form Egna Minnen Beträffande Uppfostran 
revised by Jiang et al was used to measure perceived 
parenting styles,37 which includes 42 items divided into 
three aspects—parental rejection (12 items; eg, “Father/ 
mother often scolds me without any reason.”), emotional 
warmth (14 items; eg, “Father/mother praises me.”), and 
overprotection (16 items; eg, “I hope my father/mother 
does not excessively worry about what I am doing.”). 
The items in the questionnaire were rated on a four-point 
scale, with higher scores (response scores were averaged 
to create their composite scores for data analysis) indicat-
ing higher parental rejection/emotional warmth/overpro-
tection levels. This study examined the influence of 
parents’ overall parenting styles on university students’ 
mental health. Therefore, father and mother dimensions 
were adopted from related studies and combined with the 
parent dimension.38,39 The overall internal consistency 
reliability of the questionnaire was 0.92, and the internal 
consistency reliabilities of parental rejection, emotional 
warmth, and overprotection were 0.95, 0.94, and 0.87, 
respectively.

Perfectionism
The Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale revised 
by Zi and Zhou was employed to measure the perfection-
ism tendency of the included university students.11 This 
scale includes 27 items divided into domains of organiza-
tion (six items; eg, “Doing things in an organized manner 
is crucial to me.”), personal standards (six items; eg, “I 
might become a second-class person if I do not set the 
highest standards for myself.”), self-doubt (four items; eg, 
“I often feel that I am not doing things right even if I try to 
be careful.”), parents’ expectations (five items; eg, “My 
parents set high standards for me.”), and worry about 
mistakes (six items; eg, “If I fail in school, I am 
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a failure as a human being.”). Among them, the organiza-
tion aspect is related to positive perfectionism, while the 
others are related to negative perfectionism. A five-point 
scoring system was adopted to measure these aspects. 
Higher scores (response scores were averaged to create 
their composite scores for data analysis) indicated stronger 
perfectionism tendency of the individual. The overall 
internal consistency reliability of the questionnaire was 
0.93, and the internal consistency reliabilities of positive 
and negative perfectionism were 0.86 and 0.94, 
respectively.

Altruistic Behavior
The Self-Reported Altruism Scale Distinguished by the 
Recipient was adopted to measure the altruistic behavior 
tendency of the included university students.34 This scale 
includes 21 items and has three domains—kin altruism to 
family members (seven items; eg, “I will support my 
family members when they need help.”), reciprocal altru-
ism to friends (seven items; eg, “I will listen to the distress 
and complaints of friends or acquaintances.”), and pure 
altruism to strangers (seven items; eg, “I will help stran-
gers put their luggage on the luggage rack in a train or 
car.”). The items in this scale were scored on a five-point 
scale, with higher scores (response scores were averaged 
to create their composite scores for data analysis) denoting 
stronger tendency of an individual to be altruistic. The 
overall internal consistency reliability of the scale was 
0.97, and the internal consistency reliabilities of kin altru-
ism, reciprocal altruism, and pure altruism were 0.94, 0.93, 
and 0.92, respectively.

Mental Health
The 12-item General Health Questionnaire revised by Li 
and Li was used to measure the mental health of the 
included university students.40 The 12 items were divided 
into positive health (six items; eg, “Can you concentrate 
on doing your own work?”) and negative health (six items; 
eg, “Do you experience insomnia due to worrying?”) 
domains. The items were scored on a four-point scale, 
with higher scores (response scores were averaged to 
create their composite scores for data analysis) indicating 
more serious mental health problems in an individual. The 
overall internal consistency reliability of the questionnaire 
was 0.86, and the internal consistency reliabilities of posi-
tive and negative health were 0.77 and 0.79, respectively.

Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics and correlational analysis in this 
study were conducted with the statistical software IBM 
SPSS 19.0. Amos 23.0 was used to conduct path analysis 
and multiple group comparison with maximum likelihood 
estimation. Evaluations of Structural Equation Modeling 
were conventionally based on the following statistics: the 
comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker–Lewis index 
(TLI), and the root-mean-square error of approximation 
(RMSEA).41,42 Moreover, the Bootstrap method was used 
to test the mediating effect, wherein repeated random 
sampling was used to collect n samples (n = 5000) from 
the raw data to generate and save n mediating effect values 
to form an approximate sampling distribution, and the 
mean path coefficient of the mediating effect was calcu-
lated. If the 95% confidence interval of these mean path 
coefficients did not include 0, it indicated that the mediat-
ing effect was significant.43

Common Method Bias Test
This study used Harman’s single-factor test. The results of 
the unrotated principal component factor analysis revealed 
17 factors with an eigenvalue of >1. In addition, the first 
factor explained only 18.01% of the variance, which was 
less than the critical standard of 40%, indicating no 
obvious common method bias in this study.

Results
Demographic Information and Gender 
Differences in Perceived Parenting Styles, 
Perfectionism, Altruistic Behavior, and 
Mental Health
Among the participants, 198 were men and 327 were 
women, aged between 17 and 25 years (mean age, 20.18; 
standard deviation, 1.57). Of the university students, 30.29% 
were only child. Of the university students, 28.95% came 
from city, and 71.05% of the university students came from 
countryside. Of the fathers, 13.90% and of the mothers, 
10.48% had a college education. The remainder had either 
a high school education (27.62% of fathers and 20.19% of 
mothers) or a middle school education (39.05% of fathers 
and 36.95% of mothers) or less education (19.43% of fathers 
and 32.38% of mothers). Of the fathers, 29.33% and of the 
mothers, 28.95% held a professional, managerial, or techni-
cal position (eg, teachers, doctors, civil officials). Of the 
fathers, 34.10% and of the mothers, 25.33% were employed 
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at working-class jobs (eg, factory workers), and 36.57% of 
the fathers and 45.72% of the mothers were employed as 
temporary workers, farmers, or unemployed people. The 
detailed results are summarized in Table 1.

This study used gender as the independent variable; 
perceived parenting styles, perfectionism, altruistic beha-
vior, and mental health as the dependent variables to 
investigate the gender differences for each variable. The 
results revealed that gender differences were significant in 
parental rejection and overprotection but was not signifi-
cant in parental emotional warmth. Specifically, men per-
ceived parental rejection and overprotection were 
significantly higher than women, while men’s and 
women’s perceived parental emotional warmth was not 
significant. In addition, there were also gender difference 
in negative perfectionism, specifically, men’s negative per-
fectionism was significantly higher than women’s. The 
detailed results are summarized in Table 2.

Correlations Among Perceived Parenting 
Styles, Perfectionism, Altruistic Behavior, 
and Mental Health
Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis were used to 
evaluate the correlation among perceived parenting styles, 
perfectionism, altruistic behavior, and mental health, and the 

results are presented in Table 3. The findings indicated that 
parental rejection was significantly and positively correlated 
with negative perfectionism and mental health; parental emo-
tional warmth was significantly and positively correlated 
with positive perfectionism and altruistic behavior, and was 
significantly and negatively correlated with negative perfec-
tionism and mental health; parental overprotection was sig-
nificantly and positively correlated with positive and negative 
perfectionism. Moreover, positive perfectionism was signifi-
cantly and positively correlated with altruistic behavior, but 
significantly and negatively correlated with mental health; 
negative perfectionism was significantly and positively cor-
related with mental health. Altruistic behavior was signifi-
cantly and negatively correlated with mental health.

Multiple Mediation Effect of Perfectionism 
and Altruistic Behavior Between 
Perceived Parenting Styles and Mental 
Health
Negative perfectionism and altruistic behavior were not 
significantly correlated; the chain multiple mediating 
effect of negative perfectionism and altruistic behavior 
on the association between perceived parenting styles 
and mental health was not significant. Therefore, this 
study only examined the chain multiple mediation effect 

Table 1 Demographic Information

Variables Frequency Percent Minimum Maximum M SD

Gender 1 2 1.62 0.49

Men 198 37.71%
Women 327 62.29%

Only child 1 2 1.70 0.46
Yes 159 30.29%

No 366 69.71%

Residence 1 2 1.71 0.45

City 152 28.95%

Countryside 373 71.05%

Paternal/Maternal education 1/1 6/6 3.35/3.05 1.03/1.07

College education 73/55 13.90%/10.48%
High school education 145/106 27.62%/20.19%

Middle school education 205/194 39.05%/36.95%
Less education 102/170 19.43%/32.38%

Paternal/Maternal occupation 1/1 5/5 2.24/2.06 1.37/1.27
Professional, managerial, or technical position 154/152 29.33%/28.95%

Working class jobs 179/133 34.10%/25.33%

Temporary workers, farmers, or unemployed people 192/240 36.57%/45.72%

Abbreviations: M, mean value; SD, standard deviation.
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of positive perfectionism and altruistic behavior on the 
association between perceived parenting styles and mental 
health by using structural equation models.

First, the direct effect of perceived parenting styles on 
mental health was investigated using a structural equation 
model, and the results revealed that the model fitted favor-
ably, where χ2/df = 2.790, CFI = 0.988, TLI = 0.978, 
RMSEA = 0.058. Specifically, parental rejection can 
directly and positively predict mental health (β = 0.16, 
p < 0.05), parental emotional warmth can directly and 
negatively predict mental health (β =-0.44, p < 0.001), 
and parental overprotection cannot directly predict mental 
health (β = 0.11, p > 0.05). Second, by considering par-
ental rejection, emotional warmth, and overprotection as 
independent variables; mental health as the dependent 
variable; and positive perfectionism and altruistic behavior 
as the mediating variables; Model 1 (parental rejection → 
positive perfectionism → altruistic behavior → mental 
health; see Figure 1), Model 2 (parental emotional warmth 
→ positive perfectionism → altruistic behavior → mental 
health; see Figure 2), and Model 3 (parental overprotection 

→ positive perfectionism → altruistic behavior → mental 
health; see Figure 3) were established. All the mediation 
models exhibited accessible goodness of fit, as presented 
in Table 4.

This study further used the nonparametric percentile 
Bootstrap method to test the significance of the mediating 
effect.44 The mediating effect was significant if the 95% con-
fidence interval did not include 0. The test results (see Table 5) 
revealed that, for parental rejection, the mediating effects of 
positive perfectionism and altruistic behavior on the associa-
tion between parental rejection and mental health were not 
significant (95% confidence intervals were respectively 
[−0.0278, 0.0186] and [−0.0032, 0.0281]), and the chain mul-
tiple mediating effect of positive perfectionism and altruistic 
behavior was also not significant [−0.0065, 0.0028]. For par-
ental emotional warmth, positive perfectionism and altruistic 
behavior exerted significant mediating effects on the associa-
tion between parental emotional warmth and mental health 
(95% confidence intervals were respectively [−0.0779, 
−0.0148] and [−0.0473, −0.0015]), and the chain multiple 
mediating effect of positive perfectionism and altruistic beha-
vior was also significant [−0.0161, −0.0011]. For parental 
overprotection, the mediating effects of positive perfectionism 
and altruistic behavior on the association between parental 
overprotection and mental health were not significant (95% 
confidence intervals were respectively [−0.0543, 0.0012] and 
[−0.0148, 0.0129]), and the chain multiple mediating effect of 
positive perfectionism and altruistic behavior was also not 
significant [−0.0135, 0.0006].

Multi-Group Analysis of Gender 
Differences
To explore whether significant gender differences exist in 
the aforementioned mediating models, the multi-group 

Table 2 Gender Differences in the Key Study Variables

Men Women t

M SD M SD

Parental rejection 1.68 0.71 1.52 0.63 2.61**

Parental emotional warmth 2.85 0.68 2.91 0.61 -0.94
Parental overprotection 2.18 0.54 2.04 0.51 3.00**

Positive perfectionism 3.79 0.68 3.83 0.65 -0.73

Negative perfectionism 3.35 0.68 3.12 0.75 3.55***
Altruistic behavior 4.06 0.77 4.08 0.68 -0.29

Mental health 1.54 0.44 1.56 0.39 -0.41

Notes: **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: M, mean value; SD, standard deviation.

Table 3 Correlations Among the Key Study Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Parental rejection –

2 Parental emotional warmth -0.17*** –

3 Parental overprotection 0.78*** 0.14*** –
4 Positive perfectionism 0.02 0.32*** 0.11** –

5 Negative perfectionism 0.46*** -0.11** 0.43*** 0.27*** –

6 Altruistic behavior -0.05 0.22*** 0.03 0.26*** -0.01 –
7 Mental health 0.14*** -0.34*** 0.08 -0.25*** 0.25*** -0.20*** –

M 1.58 2.89 2.09 3.82 3.21 4.08 1.55

SD 0.66 0.64 0.52 0.66 0.73 0.71 0.41

Notes: **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: M, mean value; SD, standard deviation.
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analysis was conducted to compare the gender differences 
between the associations. First, this study tested the uncon-
strained model, allowing the free estimation of path coef-
ficients in the men and women groups. Second, this study 
tested the constrained model, which constrained the spe-
cific path coefficients. Third, this study compared the 
unconstrained model with the constrained model. The 
results (see Table 6) indicated that no significant gender 
differences were observed between the parental rejection 
and emotional warmth models, which indicated gender 
differences were not significant in positive perfectionism 
and altruistic behavior between the parental rejection, 
emotional warmth, and mental health models. However, 

significant gender differences were detected in the parental 
overprotection model. Parental overprotection had signifi-
cantly higher effect on the mental health of women (β = 
0.23, p < 0.05) than that of men (β =-0.02, p > 0.05).

Discussion
This study examined the relationships among perceived 
parenting styles, positive perfectionism, altruistic beha-
vior, and mental health in university students. The results 
revealed that parental rejection can positively predict men-
tal health, emotional warmth can negatively predict mental 
health, and overprotection cannot effectively predict men-
tal health. This is similar to previous research which 

Figure 1 The relationships between perceived parental rejection, positive perfectionism, altruistic behavior, and mental health. 
Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Figure 2 The relationships between perceived parental emotional warmth, positive perfectionism, altruistic behavior, and mental health. 
Notes: *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
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suggested that parental overprotection in Chinese culture 
may have less negative effects on children’s health devel-
opment, compared with that in Western cultures.45 Chinese 
children may have been accustomed to their parents’ pro-
tection, a common parenting behavior in China, thus 
experience less aversions and frustrations.37

The results of the mediating effect test revealed that 
parental emotional warmth can affect children’s mental 
health through the mediating role of positive perfectionism 
and altruistic behavior and the chain multiple mediating 
role of the two variables. Positive perfectionism played 
a mediating role in the association between parental emo-
tional warmth and children’s mental health; that is, paren-
tal emotional warmth can not only directly predict mental 
health but also indirectly predict mental health through 
positive perfectionism. This proved Hypothesis 1 and the 
arguments of Zi and Zhou from an empirical point of 
view,46 and this is also similar to conclusion of Feng 
who concluded that good parenting styles are conducive 
to children’s strict demands and self-control on them-
selves, and the formation of positive perfectionist 
personality.47 Parents’ rearing styles are mainly related to 
the adaptive dimension of perfectionism (ie, organization). 
This shows that people with a high degree of organization 

are more likely to come from families where their parents 
are more warm and understanding of them. On the con-
trary, people with a low degree of organization are more 
likely to come from families where their parents educate 
their children by means of punishment, excessive interfer-
ence, excessive protection or refusal and negation.46 

Children who received appropriate parental emotional 
warmth and care from parents were more likely to show 
positive perfectionism. This influence enabled the children 
to understand their parents better as well as enhances the 
children’s mental health. Children growing up in a positive 
parenting environment adopt organized thinking to have 
a positive attitude when they encounter difficulties and 
often do not cling to their mistakes when they fail. 
Therefore, positive parenting styles can lead to higher 
positive perfectionism in children, and thus, higher mental 
health status. The results of this study confirmed the med-
iating role of positive perfectionism in the association 
between parental emotional warmth and mental health.

Altruistic behavior played a mediating role in the asso-
ciation between parental emotional warmth and children’s 
mental health, thus confirming Hypothesis 2. Specifically, 
in a warm family environment, children acquire altruistic 
behavior according to the words and deeds of their parents. 

Figure 3 The relationships between perceived parental overprotection, positive perfectionism, altruistic behavior, and mental health. 
Notes: **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Table 4 Goodness-of-Fit Indices for the Structural Equation Models

χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA

Parental rejection model (Model 1) 41.883 15 2.792 0.988 0.978 0.058

Parental emotional warmth model (Model 2) 27.773 15 1.852 0.994 0.989 0.040
Parental overprotection model (Model 3) 37.020 15 2.468 0.990 0.981 0.053
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This is dissimilar to proposal of Li who proposed that 
children’s prosocial tendency is only related to the punish-
ment dimension of parenting.21 More warmth and toler-
ance from parents was conducive to driving a positive 
outlook about life among children. Individuals with posi-
tive emotions were more willing to act in accordance with 
their moods.48 Therefore, such children were more likely 
to shape their behaviors with an optimistic attitude, 
improve interpersonal relationships, and be more consider-
ate of others in social interactions rather than being self- 
centered. The development of altruistic behavior helped 
individuals realize their self-worth and pursue social inter-
action, find a sense of self-value in social interaction, and 
enhance their sense of happiness and satisfaction in life, 
which in turn promoted physical and mental health. These 
findings indicated that positive parenting styles were more 
conducive to the development of children’s altruistic beha-
vior, which in turn promoted a more favorable mental 
health status. Clearly, altruistic behavior was a crucial 
mediator of the relationship between perceived parenting 
styles and mental health.

Positive perfectionism and altruistic behavior also 
played a chain multiple mediating role in the association 
between parental emotional warmth and mental health. 
Thus, Hypothesis 3 was confirmed. The more affirmations 
parents provide their children, the stronger is the children’s 
self-identity and the more confident and organized they 
will be in handling daily life affairs. This allows them to 
display altruistic behavior driven by positive and satisfy-
ing emotions and promotes their physical and mental 

health. In addition, this study identified that the mediating 
effects of negative perfectionism on the associations 
among perceived parenting styles, altruistic behavior, and 
mental health were nonsignificant. Individuals with nega-
tive perfectionism tend to pay more attention to their own 
characteristics according to external standards and pursue 
more self-development through traditional thinking, which 
reduces the possibility of the development of altruistic 
behavior among them. Compared with children who 
grew up with positive parenting styles, children who 
grew up with negative parenting styles were more likely 
to develop negative emotions in life, which are not con-
ducive to achieving a healthy mental status. This is similar 
to proposal of Zhi who proposed that family environment 
is related to depressive environment, and the more nega-
tive the living environment is, the worse it is for 
children.38 When children’s behavior or performance do 
not meet the high standards set by their parents, children 
are prone to generate negative self-cognition and display 
negative internalized and externalized behaviors.49,50 On 
the basis of relevant studies,8,12,28 this study further 
revealed the mechanism underlying the effect of parenting 
styles on mental health, elucidated the mechanism of the 
effects of perfectionism and altruistic behavior, and pro-
vided crucial implications for future empirical research on 
perfectionism and altruistic behavior. This study did not 
collect sufficient data to prove that positive perfectionism 
and altruistic behavior exert a chain multiple mediating 
effect on the association between parental rejection, over-
protection, and mental health. This could be probably 

Table 5 Bootstrap Analysis of the Mediating Effects

Effect Proportion 95% Confidence 
Intervals

Lower Upper

Parental rejection → mental health 0.1300 89.90% 0.0330 0.1334

Parental rejection → positive perfectionism → mental health 0.0023 1.59% -0.0278 0.0186

Parental rejection → altruistic behavior → mental health 0.0119 8.23% -0.0032 0.0281
Parental rejection → positive perfectionism → altruistic behavior → mental health 0.0004 0.28% -0.0065 0.0028

Parental emotional warmth → mental health 0.3800 85.30% -0.2325 -0.1240

Parental emotional warmth → positive perfectionism → mental health 0.0360 8.08% -0.0779 -0.0148
Parental emotional warmth → altruistic behavior → mental health 0.0220 4.94% -0.0473 -0.0015

Parental emotional warmth → positive perfectionism → altruistic behavior → mental health 0.0075 1.68% -0.0161 -0.0011

Parental overprotection → mental health 0.1100 78.29% -0.0196 0.1484
Parental overprotection → positive perfectionism → mental health 0.0200 14.24% -0.0543 0.0012

Parental overprotection → altruistic behavior → mental health 0.0068 4.84% -0.0148 0.0129

Parental overprotection → positive perfectionism → altruistic behavior → mental health 0.0037 2.63% -0.0135 0.0006
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because parental rejection and overprotection have a two- 
way effect on perfectionism or altruistic behavior. Parents 
who were excessively indifferent, strict, or doting on their 
children may cause the children’s self-cognition to be 
ambiguous and even the development of reverse psychol-
ogy in the children, which affects their healthy growth.

According to the analysis of gender differences, men 
faced higher parental rejection and overprotection than did 
women. This is similar to findings of Huang et al that men 
scored higher than women in the dimensions of paternal 
rejection and overprotection.3 This means that compared 
with women, men’s parents tend to take a strict attitude 
towards them and have more stringent requirements. This 
may be because of the conventional belief among parents 
that boys should undergo challenges, which may have led 
to the parents habitually rejecting boys emotionally. 
Related studies have indicated that the concept “value 
boys over girls” is still engrained in the minds of most 
Chinese people,51,52 wherein they believed that boys must 
carry forward the family name and legacy from generation 
to generation. In particular, the One-Child Policy imple-
mented in China has caused parents to pay special atten-
tion to or overpamper boys in the family. Moreover, boys 
are generally more rebellious and impulsive than girls in 
adolescence, so they are easy to irritate their parents, 
which may also affect their parents’ parenting styles.3 In 
addition, the multi-group analysis of gender differences 
found that parental overprotection had significantly higher 
effect on the mental health of women (vs men), which 
means, women (vs men) were significantly more influ-
enced by parental overprotection. This indicated that girls 
were more susceptible to parents’ influence than boys in 

early childhood. For example, parents may be overly car-
ing and protective when their daughters fall down, but they 
may often ignore their sons’ fall and encourage them to 
continue playing, this finding is consistent with those of 
related studies.52,53 Parents should pay more attention to 
the physical and mental health development of girls.

In real life, parents should not excessively adopt nega-
tive parenting styles such as rejection and overprotection. 
Instead, they must respect the children and provide them 
plenty of room for growth. Parents should use parenting 
styles involving love and care and create a relaxed and 
warm family environment to cultivate positive perfection-
ism in children and encourage their altruistic behavior.12,20 

Moreover, the results of this study showed that positive 
perfectionism can directly affect mental health or indir-
ectly affect mental health through altruistic behavior. 
University students are at the crucial age when their self- 
consciousness is built and their logical thinking ability is 
forged. At this age of the children, parents should adopt 
positive perfectionism to cultivate their children’s thinking 
ability, so that they can gain a sense of self-worth and be 
easily motivated to implement altruistic behavior. Positive 
perfectionism played an essential role in the change from 
passive learning of altruistic behavior to active implemen-
tation of altruistic behavior. In addition, according to 
related studies,28,49 some other variables may influence 
the relationship between perfectionism and altruistic beha-
vior, such as motivation, morality, and cognition, which 
can be evaluated in future research. Finally, the family and 
external environment must work closely together to 
increase the levels of positive perfectionism and altruistic 
behavior, such as improving communication efficiency and 

Table 6 Goodness-of-Fit Indices for the Multi-Group Structural Equation Models

χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA Δdf Δχ2 p

Parental rejection model

Unconstrained 55.007 30 1.834 0.989 0.980 0.040 6 6.130 0.409
Constrained 61.137 36 1.698 0.989 0.983 0.037

Parental emotional warmth model

Unconstrained 49.776 42 1.659 0.991 0.983 0.036 6 6.332 0.387
Constrained 56.108 36 1.559 0.991 0.986 0.033

Parental overprotection model

Unconstrained 54.803 30 1.827 0.988 0.978 0.040 6 13.572 0.035
Constrained 68.375 36 1.899 0.985 0.976 0.041
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taking appropriate and positive measures to jointly 
enhance the mental health of university students.

Limitations
There were some limitations in this study that should be 
borne in mind when assessing the value of these findings. 
First, participants of the present study are not young peo-
ple “in general”, but they are university students. Thus, 
this aspect should be a limitation of the study in order to 
avoid to generalizing the results to the entire young popu-
lation. Moreover, the participants in this study were rela-
tively homogenous (from one province in Eastern China), 
so these findings should be treated with caution. Future 
research needs to replicate these findings in more repre-
sentative samples. Second, the sample was composed of 
more women than men. A larger proportion of women 
participants also hinders us from applying the findings to 
the general population. Future studies should be conducted 
by recruiting a nationally representative sample. Third, the 
cross-sectional design in this study weakens inference 
about the causal relationships between perceived parenting 
styles and mental health. Future research needs to specify 
the direction of the relationships with longitudinal design 
that investigates the effects of perceived parenting styles 
on mental health or experimentally observes parenting 
styles to explore the resultant changes in mental health. 
Fourth, this study was heavily relied on self-reports, which 
may lead to reliance on self-awareness and reported 
biases,54 future research should test the effects of per-
ceived parenting styles with more varied procedures.

Conclusion
This study found the positive effects of parental emotional 
warmth and the negative effects of parental rejection on 
university students’ mental health, and the chain multiple 
mediation effect of university students’ positive perfec-
tionism and altruistic behavior between parental emotional 
warmth and university students’ mental health. This study 
empirically supported the ecological systems theory,2 the 
microsystems are important during the development pro-
cess because they have direct effects on immediate and 
proximal factors that shape human development. The the-
ory identifies the family as a microsystem that has pro-
found influence on development since it is the immediate 
environment in which individuals live. Moreover, the 
exploration of mediating effect of perfectionism and 
altruistic behavior expands and enriches the relationship 
mechanisms between parenting styles and children’s 

mental health. By examining these relationship mechan-
isms, we also found that university students’ organization 
could influence their own altruistic behavior. Although in 
this study it cannot be fully explained that the altruistic 
behavior of university students is entirely determined by 
positive perfectionism, our findings highlight the impor-
tance of positive perfectionism and altruistic behavior in 
the relationship between parents’ rearing styles and uni-
versity students’ mental health. These findings provide 
a manual for university students to create a loving growth 
environment.

University students leave their parents to live alone, 
there is a lack of their parents’ company. They commu-
nicate with their parents through instant messaging tools 
most of the time in their daily life. When facing the 
challenges of interpersonal, academic and life, they need 
more care from their parents to support them to face the 
pressure and overcome difficulties, so as to improve their 
mental health. It is suggested that parents should make 
their children feel loved, accepted and understood through 
various ways in their daily life. Parents should adopt more 
supportive ways to give their children more attention 
instead of blindly indulgence or control. By establishing 
a good object relationship, they can improve the mental 
health level of university students. Therefore, for Chinese 
parents, more emotional warmth, more support and invol-
vement, and less rejection in parent–child interactions are 
encouraged. In light of these findings, this study would 
also suggest that specific attention should be paid to uni-
versity students’ positive perfectionism and altruistic beha-
vior, which is of central importance in fostering university 
students’ mental health development.
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