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Abstract 
Young children’s academic achievement, mental health and social 
adaptation are critically dependent on social-emotional competence 
(SEC). This systematic review aimed to gather 32 empirical studies that 
were published from 2016 to 2026 to better understand the impact of 
parenting on children’s SEC (3–6 years of age). The field has shifted away 
from general parenting-style typologies to the specific parenting practices 
and, in the case of the evidence base, emotion socialization and parent–
child interaction are the main pathways of parenting. Self-regulation and 
executive function are important mediators, while moderate socioeconomic 
status, culture, parental mental health, and child characteristics moderate 
these associations. Building on this, we suggest a multi-pathway context-
sensitive framework, suggesting that the impact of parenting on SEC is not 
a universal parenting style, but is dependent upon contexts.
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Introduction
Social-emotional competence (SEC) is considered a 
fundamental aspect of early childhood development 
which is comprised of emotion regulation, social 
skills, and adaptive behavior (Agbaria et al., 2021; 
Martí et al., 2016). The relationship between SEC 
and children’s future development has been found to 
be stable across studies, such as greater academic 
performance, mental health, and social adjustment 
(Acar et al., 2021; Orbán et al., 2025). The 
development of this is influenced by a multitude of 
factors, including parental socioeconomic status (Wu 
et al., 2020); parents’ emotion regulation (Ștefan & 

Dănilă, 2025); parenting styles (Agbaria et al., 2021; 
Eti, 2023).

The ages from 3 to 6 are very critical for the 
development of these capacities. This is the time 
when children grow out of the relatively confined 
world of infancy and into a broader social world that 
involves preschool classrooms, peer groups, and an 
increasingly array of demands for their attention and 
self-control. These are the years when children first 
learn to take turns, and put into words what they 
are feeling, to deal with frustration appropriately or 
without going off the wall, or to read the emotions 
of others. The home setting has an extraordinary 
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of Maccoby & Martin (1983) and Baumrind (1967) would 
have been a focus of this review; the present review 
does not focus on theories of parenting.

Like narrative reviews, systematic reviews aim 
to minimize bias and enhance the chances of the 
review being reproducible by employing the explicit 
and explicit search strategies and explicit eligibility 
criteria (Mallet et al., 2012). A systematic approach 
is suitable for the various frameworks, measures and 
cultural backgrounds of this literature, and can be 
useful for bringing together a variety of outcomes and 
for identifying commonalities and tensions. Although 
parenting and child development have been discussed 
in previous reviews (e.g., Pinquart, 2016), there are 
few reviews that specifically focus on preschoolers’ 
SEC. Three gaps are identified.

To address these gaps, this review is based on 
empirical studies from January 2016 to March 2026 
and follows the PRISMA 2020 guidelines for the 
synthesis of empirical studies in a systematic review. 
It explores the transition from broad styles to specific 
practices and the multiple pathways of how emotion 
socialization, parent–child interaction quality and self-
regulation impact on SEC (Bertie et al., 2021; Shih et 
al., 2018; Speidel et al., 2020). Parental effects are 
context-dependent (Bozicevic et al., 2016; Yim, 2022), 
so it also requires investigation of how the parenting–
SEC link varies by socioeconomic status (SES), culture, 
and parental mental health (Ren et al., 2020; Zhang et 
al., 2026). Which mechanisms do parenting styles and 
practices have on SEC in 3- to 6-year-old children? (2) 
How do parenting styles and practices contribute to 
the development of SEC in children ages 3-6? (2) What 
are the circumstances under which those effects are 
increased or decreased? The review will seek to (1) 
summarize the pathways between parenting and SEC 
and pinpoint some of the mechanisms; (2) consider how 
socioeconomic status, culture, and parental mental 
health may moderate parenting-SEC relationships; 
and (3) create a mechanism-driven, context-specific 
approach for future research and intervention efforts.

Methods
This section outlines five elements of the review: 
information sources, eligibility criteria, screening 
process, data abstraction and data analysis.

significance since a significant amount of learning 
occurs in the presence of caregivers. Little, often 
events; how a parent reacts to a tantrum, if a scared 
child is comforted or ignored, how brothers and 
sisters resolve conflicts, etc., become the templates 
a child carries with him/her into future relationships. 
This makes it important to understand the role of 
parenting in the development of SEC more than an 
academic pursuit; it has implications for the roots of 
the lifelong adjustment process.

Parenting style is important factor that has been 
known since long to determine SEC (Acar et al., 
2021; Agbaria et al., 2021). There are still many de-
velopmental studies that employ traditional typolo-
gies: authoritative, authoritarian, permissive, and 
neglectful. Authoritative parenting has always been 
associated with emotion regulation and prosocial be-
havior (Acar et al., 2021; Orbán et al., 2025; Hu & 
Feng, 2022), whereas authoritarian and neglectful 
parenting are correlated with behavioral and emo-
tional issues (Qiu & Shum, 2022; Liang et al., 2025).

For a reason these typologies have survived. 
They’re easy to explain to parents and practitioners, 
easy to use, and they seem to reflect the general 
quotient of emotion in a household. On average, a 
parent who is both warm and firm with good, sensible 
expectations will look different than one who is 
demanding, controls others with little warmth, or 
one who is affectionate but lacks in structure. But 
the extent to which styles are useful as a shorthand 
also restricts the extent to which they can explain. 
A questionnaire description of an authoritative style 
by two families may not capture much of the same 
in the critical moments that drive the development 
of a child. This tension between the convenience 
of general categories and the precision required to 
describe mechanisms has driven the study of these 
processes to closer examination of actual practices.

Some more recent studies suggest that the general 
categories of styles (Bertie et al., 2021; Carapito 
et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2020) may be more directly 
related to SEC than specific practices such as emotion 
socialization. This reconfiguration introduces new 
questions relating to the relationship between various 
developmental pathways and how they relate to each 
other. In the past, theories of parenting, such as those 
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Research design
The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines were 
used to provide transparency, repeatability, and 
methodological rigor in the review (Page et al., 2021). 
PRISMA is suitable for synthesizing the fragmented 
evidence in interdisciplinary areas of research, like 
parenting and children’s SEC, as it facilitates the 
clear formulation of research questions, explicit 
inclusion/exclusion criteria, and systematic reporting 
of the selection process for studies (Moher et al.,  
2009).

Sampling
The databases searched were Web of Science, Scopus 
and ERIC. The databases selected were Web of 
Science and Scopus because of their wide coverage 
of journals in the fields of psychology, education and 
child-development and because of their frequent 
use as a source for systematic reviews (Shaffril 
et al., 2018), and the addition of ERIC to capture 
education-oriented research on preschoolers’  
SEC.

Identification
The search terms were selected and broadened from 
previous studies and subsequently compounded to 

database-specific ones (Table 1) on March 28, 2026. 
The search was conducted in the most recent and 
fastest-growing 10-year period of time, from January 
2016 to March 28, 2026, and only included peer-
reviewed English-language articles. It retrieved 555 
records, 222 from Web of Science, 241 from Scopus 
and 92 from ERIC.

Screening
Removing 118 duplicates left 437 records. Title and 
abstract screening against the first three criteria in 
Table 2 excluded 306 records, leaving 131. Applying 
the final accessibility criterion (full text unavailable 
or paywalled) removed a further 40, yielding 91 
articles for full assessment.

Eligibility
The 91 articles selected for full text eligibility were 
checked against two main criteria: (1) parenting 
behaviour or parenting style was the primary 
independent variable; and (2) children’s SEC or 
one of the child subdimensions (e.g., emotion 
regulation, social skills) was the main dependent 
variable. There were 59 articles that did not meet 
one or both of the criteria and were excluded 
(Figure 1); 32 of those articles were included in the  
analysis.

Table 1: Database Search Strings
Database Search fields and query strings

Web of Science 
Core Collection

TS=(“parenting style*” OR “authoritative parenting” OR “authoritarian parenting” OR “permissive 
parenting” OR “neglectful parenting” OR “parenting practice*” OR “parenting dimension*” 
OR “parental behavior*” OR “parental behaviour*” OR “child-rearing” OR “child rearing”) AND 
TS=(child* OR preschool* OR “early childhood” OR toddler* OR “young child*” OR kindergarten* 
OR “pre-school*”) AND TS=(“social-emotional competence” OR “social emotional competence” 
OR “socioemotional competence” OR “social-emotional development” OR “socioemotional 
development” OR “emotional competence” OR “emotion regulation” OR “social skill*” OR “peer 
competence” OR “prosocial behavior” OR “prosocial behaviour”) NOT TS=(adolescen* OR teen* OR 
youth* OR “high school” OR “secondary school” OR “middle school”)

Scopus

TITLE-ABS-KEY((“parenting style” OR “parenting practice” OR “authoritative parenting” OR 
“authoritarian parenting” OR “permissive parenting” OR “neglectful parenting”) AND (child* OR 
preschool* OR “early childhood” OR toddler* OR “young child” OR kindergarten*) AND (“emotion 
regulation” OR “social skills” OR “prosocial behavior” OR “social-emotional competence”)) AND 
NOT TITLE-ABS-KEY(adolescen* OR teen* OR youth*)

ERIC

TITLE-ABS-KEY((“parenting style” OR “parenting practice” OR “authoritative parenting” OR 
“authoritarian parenting” OR “permissive parenting” OR “neglectful parenting”) AND (child* OR 
preschool* OR “early childhood” OR toddler* OR “young child” OR kindergarten*) AND (“emotion 
regulation” OR “social skills” OR “prosocial behavior” OR “social-emotional competence”))
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Table 2: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Category Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria

Population Focus on preschool children aged 3–6 years Focus on adolescents or adults, or studies that 
do not allow extraction of data specific to 
children aged 3–6

Study Type Quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-method 
studies with extractable empirical results

Non-empirical studies (e.g., theoretical papers, 
conceptual models, study protocols)

Discipline Education, psychology, sociology, or related 
disciplines

Outside education, psychology, sociology, or 
related disciplines

Accessibility — Full text not available

Data Abstraction and Analysis
The method used was integrative review and thus 
studies of varied designs (qualitative, quantitative, 
and mixed) were merged by a process of data-type 
conversion, in this particular instance, quantitative 
data being qualitized (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005). 
Thematic analysis was then carried out in two 
phases: first, to synthesise the data, which involved 
analysing all 32 studies and identifying information 
that answered the research questions; and second, 
to code and group the information by similarities. 
These 11 subthemes emerged in five core themes:  
(1) parenting styles to parenting practices; (2) emotion 
socialization as a core mechanism; (3) parent–child 
interaction quality as a relational mechanism; (4) self-
regulation and executive function; and (5) contextual 
moderators. Themes were jointly developed between 
the corresponding author and co-authors, with a 
close analytic record, cross-checking of results, and 
discussion reaching consensus in order to ensure 
coherence and consistency.

Findings

Overview of the Evidence Base and 
Thematic Framework
The 32 included studies span 2016–2026. As a design, 
the 22 were of the cross-sectional type (68.8%), 8 

Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 Flow of Study Selection (summary)
Stage Records

Identification 555 identified (Web of Science 222; Scopus 241; ERIC 92)
Duplicates removed 118 removed → 437 screened
Title/abstract screening 306 excluded → 131 sought for retrieval
Retrieval 40 not retrieved → 91 assessed for eligibility
Eligibility 59 excluded → 32 studies included

were of the longitudinal type (25.0%), and 2 were 
randomized-controlled or quasi-experimental (6.3%). 
There were 68 mother–child dyads to a total of 3,483 
parents, with a median of 307. The studies included 
over a dozen countries and regions (China (MW) = 13, 
US = 10, Canada = 6, Turkey = 4, Palestine = 4, Portugal 
= 3, Romania = 3, Hungary = 3, Iran = 3, Australia = 
3). Focused on children ages 3-6 and their parents/
primary caregivers (including grandparents). The five 
themes and 11 subthemes presented in Table 3 were 
obtained through thematic analysis.
Several aspects of this evidence base should be 
noted before examining the following results. 
The predominant use of cross-sectional designs 
implies that most of the correlations presented 
below reflect the co-existence of parenting and 
SEC in a particular moment in time but do not 
prove their causal relationship, with the latter 
being of importance only in studies adopting 
longitudinal and experimental designs. The geo-
graphic diversity of the samples used is some-
what larger compared to many previous review 
studies; however, there remains a strong focus 
on East Asia, North America, and Europe, with 
mothers being much more commonly used as 
research subjects than other types of caregiv-
ers. None of these factors reduce the validity of 
the results presented below. They, nevertheless,  
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influence how certain findings can be general-
ized to other contexts. In light of the above, the 
following synthesis presents the findings orga-
nized according to the five themes mentioned 
above.

Main Findings
Findings are organized by the five themes. Theme 
1 traces the move from styles to practices and 
their direct effects on SEC; Theme 2 addresses the 
mediating role of emotion socialization; Theme 3 
concerns parent–child interaction quality; Theme 
4 highlights self-regulation and executive function 
as bridging mechanisms; and Theme 5 turns to 
contextual moderators.

3.2.1 Theme 1: From Parenting Styles to 
Specific Practices
Parenting styles and children’s SEC. Twenty-two 
studies tested direct style–SEC associations. Au-
thoritative parenting was reliably and positively 
tied to emotion regulation, social skills, and pro-
social behavior. Drawing on 1,011 Chinese care-
givers, Qiu and Shum (2022) linked authoritative 
parenting—marked by warmth, reasoning, and 
autonomy support—to children’s emotion regu-
lation (r = 0.41, p < 0.001), and Huang et al. 
(2024) found in a longitudinal design that it posi-
tively predicted social skills (β = 0.15, p < 0.05).  
Authoritarian parenting, by contrast, accompanied  

greater emotional distress and more behavior 
problems, though these negative effects were 
attenuated in collectivist settings (Agbaria et 
al., 2021; Bozicevic et al., 2016).

Effects of specific practices. Ten studies ex-
amined concrete practices such as emotion 
socialization and interaction. Supportive be-
haviors—emotional guidance, support, and val-
idation—promoted emotion regulation and so-
cial adaptation more directly than style labels 
did (Bertie et al., 2021; Carapito et al., 2020). 
Among 307 Australian parents, Bertie et al. 
(2021) showed that parental psychological dis-
tress shaped parenting behavior through parents’ 
own regulation strategies: those using cognitive 
reappraisal tended toward supportive practices, 
while those relying on expressive suppression 
leaned toward non-supportive ones.

Theme 2: Emotion Socialization as a Core 
Mechanism
Emotion socialization and emotion regulation. Ten 
studies supported emotion socialization as a mediator 
between parenting and children’s regulation; how 
parents respond to negative emotions strongly 
shapes regulatory capacity. Binion and Zalewski 
(2018) reported that maternal emotion dysregulation 
accompanied greater child sadness and less problem-
solving (r = 0.32, p = 0.013), with non-supportive 

Table 3: Themes and Subthemes in the Results
Theme Sub-theme Supporting studies

1. From Parenting Styles to Specific Practices 1.1 Parenting styles and children’s SEC 22
1.2 Effects of specific parenting practices 10

2. Emotion Socialization as a Core 
Mechanism

2.1 Emotion socialization and emotion 
regulation

10

2.2 Emotion socialization and SEC 8
3. Parent–Child Interaction Quality 3.1 Quality of parent–child interaction 12

3.2 Mediating role of parent–child interaction 12
4. Self-Regulation and Executive 
Function

4.1 Self-regulation 14

4.2 Executive function 16
5. Contextual Moderators 5.1 Socioeconomic background 14

5.2 Cultural context 22
5.3 Parental psychological factors 17
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mediated the negative link between maltreatment 
and emotion regulation (indirect effect 95% CI 
[−0.124, −0.007]). Extending this relational account, 
Xiao (2025) showed that parental marital quality was 
linked to preschoolers’ social–emotional competence 
through a chain mediation in which parent–child 
and sibling relationships operated sequentially, 
underscoring that the quality of multiple within-
family relationships—not parenting behavior alone—
carries the influence of the broader marital climate 
onto children’s SEC.

Theme 4: Self-Regulation and Executive 
Function
Self-regulation. Fourteen studies examined self-
regulation as a mediator. Xie and Li (2022) found that 
family routines (β = 0.35, p < 0.001) and authoritative 
parenting (β = 0.10, p < 0.05) related positively to 
self-regulation, which fully mediated the routines–
learning link and partially mediated the routines–
social competence link. Orbán et al. (2025) showed 
that authoritative parenting influenced prosocial 
behavior indirectly through cognitive self-regulation 
(β = 0.026), whereas authoritarian parenting was 
negatively related to emotional self-regulation (β = 
−0.091). Consistent with this mediating role, WenLi 
et al. (2025) reported that parenting styles predicted 
preschoolers’ externalizing problem behaviors 
through a chain mediation involving children’s self-
control abilities and emotional management skills, 
indicating that regulatory capacities transmit the 
effects of parenting onto behavioral, as well as 
competence-based, outcomes.

Executive function. Sixteen studies addressed 
executive function (working memory, inhibitory 
control, cognitive flexibility). Using RCT-based 
longitudinal data, Davis et al. (2025) found that harsh 
parenting at 30 months negatively predicted inhibitory 
control (b = −0.46, p = 0.041) and attention (b = −0.64, 
p = 0.007) at 42 months, with maternal depressive 
symptoms likewise predicting lower inhibitory control 
(b = −0.14, p = 0.017) and attention (b = −0.21, p 
= 0.001). Zhang et al. (2026) reported that parental 
mindfulness influenced prosocial behavior via a chain 
through marital quality and authoritative parenting, 
with a significant cognitive self-regulation pathway.

socialization linked to oppositional behavior (r = 0.30, 
p = 0.017). Using multi-group structural equation 
modeling, Qiu and Shum (2022) showed that parental 
cognitive reappraisal indirectly strengthened 
children’s emotion regulation by raising authoritative 
and lowering authoritarian parenting (total effect = 
0.41, p < 0.001).

Emotion socialization and SEC. Eight studies tied 
emotion socialization to broader social competence 
and prosocial behavior. In 97 parent–child dyads, Shih 
et al. (2018) found that an optimal blend of parental 
regulation—high resting vagal tone, frequent cognitive 
reappraisal, and active reappraisal coaching—
predicted more adaptive physiological recovery after 
emotional challenge (increased RSA; b = 0.85, p = 
0.004), implicating both physiological and behavioral 
routes to social adaptation.

Theme 3: Quality of Parent–Child 
Interaction as a Relational Mechanism
Quality of interaction. Twelve studies confirmed that 
warm, sensitive, and close interaction is positively 
associated with SEC. In a longitudinal study of 381 
Canadian families, Daniel et al. (2016) found parental 
warmth predicted later prosocial behavior for both 
mothers and fathers, and Huang et al. (2024) showed 
that authoritative parenting enhanced social skills 
indirectly via parent–child closeness (indirect β 
= 0.055, 95% CI [0.011, 0.190]). In a large four-
province sample of 2,768 Chinese preschoolers aged 
3–6, Wang and Liu (2025) found that family intimacy 
was positively associated with social–emotional 
competence both directly and indirectly through 
children’s psychological resilience, with frequent 
family–preschool interaction strengthening the 
intimacy–resilience pathway—evidence that close 
family relationships and home–preschool partnerships 
jointly support early SEC.

Mediating role. Another twelve studies treated 
interaction as a mediator. In a longitudinal sample 
of 508 Chinese children, Wu et al. (2020) found 
that low family SES predicted lower initial levels 
and slower growth of social skills through a chain 
involving maternal depression, marital quality, and 
authoritative parenting. Speidel et al. (2020) similarly 
reported that maternal sensitive guidance fully 
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Theme 5: Contextual Moderators of 
Parenting Effects
Socioeconomic context. Fourteen studies examined 
SES as a moderator. In 359 low-income African 
American and Latinx mother–child dyads, Yu et al. 
(2020) found each standard-deviation rise in severe 
poverty exposure corresponded to a 0.24 SD slower 
growth in behavioral self-regulation. Wu et al. (2020) 
again traced low SES to weaker social skills through 
a chain of maternal depression, marital quality, and 
authoritative parenting.

Cultural context. Twenty-two studies addressed 
cultural values. Yim (2022) found stronger Asian 
cultural values (collectivism, humility) closely 
associated with authoritative parenting (R² = 0.597). 
Yu et al. (2018) reported that maternal corporal 
punishment predicted externalizing problems only 
among highly acculturated Chinese American mothers 
(simple slope = 0.85, p = 0.004). Hu and Feng (2022) 
found family income moderated the authoritarian-
parenting–comforting-behavior link, with a significant 
negative association in high-income (simple slope = 
−0.33, p < 0.05) but not low-income families.

Parental psychological factors. Seventeen 
studies examined depression, anxiety, and stress. 
Davis et al. (2025) found each unit increase in 
maternal depressive symptoms accompanied a 
0.14-unit drop in inhibitory control (p = 0.017). 
Bertie et al. (2021) linked parental distress to non-
supportive responses through expressive suppression 
and reduced reappraisal. Wang et al. (2023) showed 
that maternal mindfulness improved social skills by 
lowering parenting stress (β = −0.15, p < 0.05) and 
raising authoritative parenting (β = 0.31, p < 0.001), 
with a significant sequential indirect effect (0.007).

Discussion
From Static Typologies to Dynamic 
Processes
The reviewed evidence shows that parenting influences 
on SEC is not in a linear and static relationship, rather 
in a dynamic relationship which is transmitted in the 
form of practices. The focus then becomes more with 
what parents actually do, rather than what type of 
parent they are. Parents’ emotion regulation strategies 
influences emotion socialization, which influences 

children’s emotion regulation. Qiu and Shum (2022) 
found that reappraisal indirectly facilitated children’s 
regulation via its effects on authoritative parenting 
and suppression (total effect = 0.41, p < 0.001), 
while suppression indirectly inhibited children’s 
regulation via its effects on authoritative parenting 
(total effect = −0.23, p < 0.001). This means that 
parents’ regulatory capacity is more of a prerequisite 
than a knowledge issue. A reiteration of this from a 
physiological standpoint: Shih et al. (2018) found that 
children exhibited better parasympathetic activation 
(higher RSA) with a combination of three factors 
from their parents: high resting vagal tone, frequent 
reappraisal, and active coaching, demonstrating 
that parenting is more psychophysiological than 
merely behavioral. The review additionally features 
cumulative risk. Moreover, each of these is associated 
with children’s behavioral and emotional issues, 
and these risks often co-occur, such that poverty 
is associated with depression, which is associated 
with harsh parenting, which is associated with child 
behavioral and emotional problems (poverty → distress 
→ harsh parenting → child problem behavior) (Wu et 
al., 2020; Davis et al., 2025).  Just calling parents on 
their phone to stop their bad parenting techniques 
may then be insufficient and interventions need to 
be integrated with the economic stress upstream and 
parental mental health.

This change, from labels down to processes, also 
redefines what a good goal or change to go for is. If 
it’s not the ‘style’ as I’ve stated, but the practice, 
then no longer is the question, ‘What kind of parent 
is this?’, but ‘What does this parent do when the 
child goes through challenging times and what 
doesn’t happen that could be more supportive?’ The 
argument keeps coming back to the parent’s internal 
state.There is a repeated referencing that leads back 
to what happens within the parent. A caregiver that 
is able to see a transaction developing and change 
their approach before taking action, is basically 
showing the child what he or she is learning: On the 
other hand, consistent suppression of emotions by 
the parent can, unconsciously, help the child to learn 
to ignore their own feelings rather than learning to 
acknowledge them. Consequently, parenting can 
be considered not so much a collection of skills to 
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be recalled as an externalization of the parent’s 
own modes of regulation, which are influenced by 
stress, exhaustion, and family resources. Hence, the 
dynamic, process approach to the account in the 
following pages is more hopeful at first glance than it 
might seem: regulatory capacity can be fostered and 
enhanced, while a “style” can be an identity that can 
be hard to let go of.

Multi-Path Integration: Hierarchy Among 
Three Core Mechanisms
An important contribution is the integration of 
three pathways from parenting to SEC (emotion 
socialization, parent–child relationship and child self-
regulation) as a hierarchical, nested system instead 
of as individual pathways. First, emotion socialization 
as the upstream factor: parents’ regulation strategies 
are directly associated with children’s regulation 
and indirectly with parenting behavior; setting the 
emotional climate in the family; modeling emotion 
for observational learning (Qiu & Shum, 2022; Ștefan 
& Dănilă, 2025). Second, the midstream hub is the 
quality of relationship: parenting practices positively 
influence social skills and closeness is the underlying 
mechanism (Huang et al., 2024); authoritative 
parenting style fully explains the link between 
maltreatment and regulation (Speidel et al., 2020). 
According to Martí et al. (2016) cumulative risk’s 
influence on externalizing behaviour is completely 
mediated by perceived mother–child conflict, 
highlighting the importance of relational quality 
in risk transmission. Third, child self-regulation 
is the downstream executor: self-regulation and 
executive functions mediate the path from routines 
and practices to SEC. Xie and Li (2022) found self-
regulation fully mediated routines’ effect on learning 
and partially on social competence, and Davis et al. 
(2025) showed harsh parenting at 30 months predicted 
weaker inhibitory control and attention at 42 months. 
The hierarchy can be summarised as: parental 
emotion regulation → parenting practices → parent–
child relationship quality → child self-regulation 
→ social-emotional competence. This results in 
“tiered” targets for intervention upstream (parent 
regulation), midstream (parent-child relationships), 
and downstream (child’s self-regulation), providing 

a unified and contextually-situated emotion social
ization and self-regulation framework.

Today, a payoff of this context and implying these 
three mechanisms as a hierarchy rather than a parallel 
collection of options is where resources are scarce: 
it implies to look at first. Helping a parent to learn 
how to regulate herself or himself may have positive 
effect in the relationship, as well as in the developing 
child’s self-regulation, without going out of the way 
to intend to do so. Meanwhile, the hierarchy is not 
a fixed waterfall of one step leading to the next and 
which must all be accomplished first in order. Some 
of the connections are circular, reinforcing each 
other: A child who regulates more will be much easier 
to parent warmly, which then frees the parent to 
be more patient with the child the next time. This 
approach to the reading of the model protects from 
an overly mechanical, mechanistic understanding. 
The arrows outline the perception of the dominant 
direction of influence the studies recorded, but they 
are not one-way streets; in the “real” family, gains at 
all levels can have a reinforcing feedback effect on 
each other.

Context Dependency: Boundary Conditions 
and Controversies
Parenting effects are highly context-specific and not 
automatically positive or desirable when parents 
are authoritative, raising doubts about the universal 
nature of the parenting effect. Culture was also closely 
tied to authoritarian parenting (R² = 0.597; Yu et al., 
2018) and authoritarian parenting was negatively 
related to externalizing problems only among highly 
acculturated Chinese American mothers (simple slope 
= 0.85, p = 0.004), showing that the same parenting 
style might have different meanings across cultures. 
Yu et al. (2020) related 1 SD increase in each of severe 
poverty exposure with a decrease of 0.24 SD in self-
regulation, partially mediated by sensitive parenting 
in Latinx families, and Wu et al. (2020) attributed 
low SES to a reduction in social skills via a parenting-
quality pathway, suggesting that structural inequality 
negatively impacts development both directly and 
indirectly through its effect on parenting quality. In 
terms of parental mental health, Davis et al. (2025) 
discovered that depressive symptoms were related 
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to lower inhibitory control and attention one year 
later, and Bertie et al. (2021) found that distress was 
associated with non-supportive responses, meaning 
that parental well-being needs to be the foundation 
of effective parenting. 

There are inconsistencies, sometimes the author-
itarian parenting style predicts neither positive nor 
negative outcomes (Hu & Feng, 2022; Acar et al., 
2021) which might be dependent on the sample or 
design and could indicate the need for additional in-
creasingly detailed and moderator-inclusive designs.

What becomes clear from this context-dependen-
cy is that a behaviour is not just a behaviour but one 
with meaning for a family and the wider communi-
ty. A compelling statement, made in a society where 
strong demands are expressions of care and invest-
ment, but not equivalent to the same statement in 
another social environment where they come across 
as a rejection. That is why there will be ongoing fu-
tile efforts to find one universal “best” way to parent 
that is transferable from country to country. What 
seems to generalise is an overall principle: children 
do better if they feel cared for, if what is expected 
is both clear and understandable, and if the adults 
around them, by being well resourced – rather than 
simply reacting – are able to respond. The form of 
these conditions will be appropriately different in 
each context. For researchers, it means not just mea-
suring the behaviour of parents but the behaviour of 
children and families as experienced by them; and for 
practitioners, it means putting in practice a modesty 
and a recognition that no programme can be adopted 
in its entirety from one culture and one economy to 
another.

Beyond a Dichotomy: Supportive and  
Non-Supportive Parenting
There is a distinction between supportive parenting 
(warmth, sensitivity) and non-supportive parenting 
(harshness, psychological control), but the two are not 
purely mutually exclusive, they can occur together in 
the same family and they can influence one another in 
complicated ways, making it difficult to make a simple 
distinction between good and bad. First, the negative 
effect of authoritarian parenting may be adaptive 
in certain cultures: Hu and Feng (2022) found that 

even when families are higher income, authoritarian 
parenting has a negative effect on the children, but 
this impact was not found for lower income families; 
Yim (2022) argued that collectivist values can buffer 
the negative impact of authoritarian parenting on self-
esteem, and that strictness interpreted as discipline 
rather than rejection had a negative impact. Second, 
warmth can buffer harshness: If mothers paired high 
warmth with harsh practices, children’s social skills 
were not significantly diminished (Agbaria et al., 
2021), which implies the importance of warmth over 
level of control. Third, supportive parenting acts 
as a mediator of the cumulative risk; supportively 
oriented parenting fully mediated the externalization 
process of cumulative risk as found by Martí et al. 
(2016), meaning that supportive parenting buffers 
the developmental effects of cumulative maternal 
risk. Interventions must thus not impose the same 
demands on parents to give up control altogether, 
but rather facilitate parents to flexibly adjust control 
while maintaining warmth, consistent with child 
temperament and culture.

The result is a more kinder, gentler family 
portrait. Not all parents are lovey-dovey or are totally 
cold; most are affectionate at one moment and stony-
faced at another in the span of a day, depending 
upon the capabilities and behavior of the child, upon 
the parent’s own level of exhaustion, and on her 
roomates and what other stressors are at work. The 
question is not whether or not bad moments happen, 
it’s whether bad moments are allowed to be in a 
relationship that is on the whole warm and reliable. 
In a situation where warmth is the constant backdrop, 
a little bit of firm or even sharp response won’t seem 
to hurt like much as it would in a relationship lacking 
that warmth. It is important to remind parents that 
this is a message of reassurance that it is not just 
the one slip that matters but the overall balance and 
repair. This refines the purpose of intervention also. 
The more realistic and more effective goal is to help 
parents to keep warm in the room while at the same 
time being emotionally responsive - to set a limit 
while being emotionally present!

Limitations and Future Directions
There are a number of constraints for interpretation. 
Design heterogeneity: Of the 68.8% cross-sectional 
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studies, only 2 are experimental, with 8 longitudinal 
studies, there is a need for more longitudinal studies 
and intervention studies to clarify the causal direction 
of most associations. Secondly, measurement: the 
majority of studies relied on parent self-reports, 
which risks social-desirability and common-method 
bias, and only a few studies obtained information 
from observation (e.g., physiological measures in Shih 
et al., 2018) or multi-informant reports, with multi-
method, multi-informant measures encouraged. Third 
is representativeness, with most samples focusing 
on China, the United States, and Europe, and fewer 
samples focusing on the African continent, South 
America, and Southeast Asia; and more on mothers 
than on fathers or grandparents; future studies should 
include more cross-cultural sampling and paternal 
involvement. Fourth, cultural adaptation: while 
cultural moderation of effects was observed, most 
instruments were developed in a Western context, 
suggesting a need for greater culture sensitivity 
and cultural research of high control/high warmth 
patterns in collectivist cultures.

Conclusion
The present review summarizes what evidence 
says about the multi-path and context specific 
connections among parenting and children’s social-
emotional competence (SEC) from ages 3-6. There 
are three important findings. First, parenting style 
has significant impact which is culturally mediated. 
The linkage between authoritative parenting and 
positive outcomes (better emotion regulation, social 
skills, prosocial behavior, fewer behavior problems) 
is consistently present and standardized correlations 
lie between 0.15 and 0.41. Authoritarian parenting, 
however, is always linked to negative outcomes, 
though in culture replete with collectivism, ideas 
of authoritarian parenting can have multiple 
interpretations of how the parenting style will be 
negative.

Second, there appears to be an indirect effect 
of parenting that is mediated by three stages: the 
first, of course, is the role of emotion socialization, 
in which the emotion regulation style of the parent 
impacts the parent’s parenting style, which in 
turn impacts the child’s emotional competence.  

The second is the parent-child relationship; there is 
a degree of emotional closeness, which is cultivated 
so that the parent can guide the child with sensitivity 
causing the child to become emotionally competent. 
The third is the third line of transmission, the child’s 
own regulation/executive function, where parental 
regulation can affect parenting practices, which can 
affect the child’s regulation/executive function, 
which can affect social-emotional competence. Third, 
it is an effect which is very context-specific. Parents’ 
culture, socioeconomic status and mental health have 
a variable impact on outcomes and are not uniform in 
nature. What promotes an environment in one may 
not be as significant in another.

This forms the bases of the clinical take aways. 
Practitioners should focus on the behaviors they 
observe that support SEC development rather than 
a label for style.Instead of relying on style labels, 
the practitioner should focus on behaviors that are 
observed that support SEC development and are 
appropriate for the socio-economic status of the 
family, their culture and family health. Quality of the 
parent-child relationship needs to be the key issue 
and not an ancillary element at each stage.

In combination, these findings suggest a re-
thinking of a parenting conversation. There is 
no right and no wrong way; the idea isn’t to label 
parents in one category or another or to give them a 
rulebook to follow but to help each family discover 
the expression of warmth and structure that works 
for the child, the culture, and the situations in 
which parents, children, families, and societies find 
themselves. Much is revealed and accomplished 
in mundane, reasonably common moments, and 
much is learnable, supportable—and not set: The 
sketch drawn here can be tested, sharpened and 
improved as the field evolves toward an interest in 
designs that can address questions of causation, in 
sampling that is more representative of the diversity 
of families in the world, and in studies that include 
fathers, grandparents, and other caregivers alongside 
mothers. So far, the most defensible and the most 
hopeful conclusions one may reach are the ones 
about the normal quality of the relationship between 
the young children and the people in their care – 
relationship that is one of the strongest and the most 
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malleable factors shaping their sense of themselves 
and others.
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