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In cross-cultural psychology it is important to examine the universal (etic) and specific
(emic) aspects of culture constructs. Filial piety is a core value of Chinese society
that has shown related to psycho-social and academic development. This study was
designed to investigate whether these relations revealed in specific cultural settings
can be generalized to a global context. Using Chinese junior high school students
as participants, Study 1 was intended to analyze the relations between filial piety and
academic achievement, and whether autonomy need satisfaction serves as a bridge
between them at the students’ and classes’ level. Study 2 was designed to examine
whether these psycho-social and academic effects of filial piety can be applicable to
a global context via analyzing two country-level databases [i.e., World Values Survey
(WVS) and Program for International Student Assessment (PISA)]. The results of Study 1
showed that reciprocal filial piety was positively associated with academic achievement
via the satisfaction of the need for autonomy, the authoritarian filial belief was negatively
associated with academic achievement. The results of Study 2 showed that in a global
context reciprocal filial belief in a society was related to the endorsement of autonomy,
which in turn positively related to students’ academic achievement in that society, while
authoritarian filial belief did not show such effects. These findings suggest that some
psychological constructs established in non-Western settings can also be applied to a
global context.

Keywords: filial piety, autonomy, academic achievement, cross-culture, cultural universals

INTRODUCTION

An important topic of cross-cultural study is whether psychological constructs established in
Western cultures are applicable to non-Western settings (King and McInerney, 2014). In this study
we went in the reverse direction. Specifically, the present study was intended to investigate whether
the association between filial piety and academic achievement among Chinese students could be
generalized to a global context. Filial piety is considered as a key virtue in Chinese society and other
Confucian-heritage cultures (Hui et al., 2011; Cheah et al., 2018). For Chinese students academic
success at schools is an important way to fulfill their filial beliefs (e.g., bring honor to the family).

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 February 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 69

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00069
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00069
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00069&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-02-07
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00069/full
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/710880/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/362166/overview
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-00069 February 7, 2020 Time: 18:58 # 2

Zhou et al. Filial Piety and Academic Success

Thus, we firstly used a Chinese sample to examine whether filial
piety was associated with academic achievement via autonomy
need satisfaction. Then we used country-level databases to
investigate whether the relationships among these research
variables could be generalized to a global context. This may
provide new evidence showing the universal (etic) and specific
(emic) aspects of cultural constructs, especially the ones
established in non-Western settings (King and McInerney, 2014).

Filial Piety in Chinese Society
A salient feature of East Asian societies is a strong endorsement
of filial piety, a value system stipulating children’s obligations to
their parents and family elders (Ho, 1996; Yeh, 2003; Guo et al.,
2017). Adult children are required to prioritize the interests of
the family over their own, and provide material and emotional
support to their parents (Ho, 1996). According to Yeh and
Bedford (2004), filial attitudes toward the parents include a
sense of owing and submission (refers to as the authoritarian
filial piety), and a sense of gratitude and love (refers to as the
reciprocal filial piety). These two aspects of filial piety were
characterized by distinct parent–child relationships (Fuligni and
Zhang, 2004) that have different implications for children’s
psycho-social and academic development (Fuligni and Zhang,
2004; Pomerantz et al., 2011).

Specifically, reciprocal filial piety is characterized by natural
intimate feelings and close relationships between parents and
children, involving the benefaction of parents and gratitude of
children (Yeh and Bedford, 2004). Children with reciprocal filial
piety tend to repay their parents out of respect and love after
they perceive parents’ efforts, support, and sacrifice for them
(Yeh and Bedford, 2004). Previous research has found that this
aspect of filial piety was positively associated with harmonious
interpersonal relationships, psycho-social and behavioral
development (e.g., perspective taking, self-disclosure behavior),
as well as positive-oriented personality traits (openness,
agreeableness, and extroversion) (Yeh and Bedford, 2003).

While authoritarian filial piety emphasizes hierarchy and
submission, entailing children’s suppression of their needs in
order to compliance with the family (Yeh and Bedford, 2004).
Children are required to uphold honor for their families, take
care of their parents, maintain family order, and continue family
line by bearing male offspring. Obedience and indebtedness to
parents are strongly emphasized because of their seniority. These
characteristics of this aspect of filial piety usually lead to negative
psychological outcomes (Yeh and Bedford, 2003), such as a
higher level of depression, anxiety, and aggression (Yeh, 2006).

Beyond above-mentioned aspects, the academic effects of
filial piety have also been investigated by previous researchers
(Chen and Ho, 2012; Chen, 2016). As mentioned by Fuligni
(2001), taking responsibility to family was an important source of
motivation to study, especially for students from Asian families.
Children tend to put more efforts on academic tasks when they
view academic success as an important way to repay their parents,
otherwise they may feel guilty (Fuligni, 2001). However, highly
emphasizing honor for their family via academic achievement
may also lead to unfavorable outcomes. For example, Ho (1996)
suggested that authoritarian filial piety might lead to lower

levels of creativity and cognitive inflexibility, which hindered
academic achievement in the long run, in contrast, reciprocal
filial piety generally related to positive-oriented development,
such as flexible and resilient mindset, positive peer relationships
at schools. Moreover, compared with less warm and coercive
parent–child interactions that can lead to children’s poor
development in social and cognitive domains (Conger et al.,
1995), intimate parent–child relationships which are associated
with reciprocal filial piety have great effects on inspiring
adolescents’ involvement in academic tasks and facilitating better
academic performance (Steinberg and Silk, 2002).

Filial Piety in a Global Context
Endorsement of filial attitudes toward the parents is not only an
Asian heritage. It can be found everywhere in the world (Poskaitë,
2014). Actually, repaying parents because of their efforts and
resources invested in their children is deeply embedded across
various cultures (Jones et al., 2011). The Christian doctrine
and the teachings of Islam both require the adherents to
respect and love their parents (Dykstra and Fokkema, 2012).
For example, in Christian tradition, a child’s first obligation
is to honor his/her father and mother. The Holy Bible says,
“Listen to your father who gave your life, and don’t despise
your mother when she is old” (Proverbs 23:22). Devotion and
loyalty to family are imperative for individuals in Latin American
cultures, with the needs of the family usually prioritize over the
needs of the individuals (Fuligni, 2001). Overall, though filial
obligations are also endorsed by adult children in individualist
cultures, such as take care of their older parents (Dykstra
and Fokkema, 2012), filial norms to parents are more highly
valued in collectivist cultures (Fuligni et al., 1999; Fuligni, 2001;
Pomerantz et al., 2011).

The relations between filial responsibility and psycho-social
outcomes have been investigated in many cultural settings. For
example, using Latino and American samples, Fuligni (2001)
found that a higher sense of filial responsibility was generally
associated with more positive psychological outcomes, such
as emotional and psychological well-being. Research using the
American adolescents from the multicultural (including Asian,
Latin American, and European) backgrounds also shows that
adolescents endorsing filial beliefs are more likely to develop
positive interpersonal (e.g., family and peer) relationships and
achieve greater academic success (Fuligni et al., 1999; Fuligni,
2001). Pomerantz et al. (2011) also found that the sense of filial
responsibility to parents was predictive of academic engagement
and academic outcomes in adolescents from both Chinese and
American cultural backgrounds.

Filial Beliefs, Autonomy, and Academic
Achievement
The cultivation of autonomy has been strongly highlighted
across different cultural settings given its promising benefits for
individual’s self-development (specifically for adolescents), such
as psycho-social adjustment, well-being, and academic outcomes
(Ryan and Deci, 2000a; Van Petegem et al., 2012; Tam, 2016).
As many theorists propose, autonomy can be regarded as an
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umbrella term including a wide range of psychological constructs,
such as independence, self-endorsement, and agency (Beyers
et al., 2003; Ryan et al., 2006), wherein independence and
self-endorsement are now widely investigated in the literature
(Van Petegem et al., 2012).

According to Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan and
Deci, 2000a), autonomy refers to volition or self-endorsement,
individual with higher level of autonomy tend to feel that
they are the master of their own destiny and life, and are
more likely to actively engage in activities as their genuine
interest and internal values rather than external pressure (Ryan
and Deci, 2000a). Another important meaning of autonomy is
independence, indicating the extent to which individual behave
by themselves, which is opposed to rely on others (Smetana
et al., 2004). Existing findings have indicated that the satisfaction
of autonomy need can inspire individual’s internal motivation
for engaging into activities and advance their development
(Ryan and Deci, 2000b).

The effects of autonomy on academic outcomes have been
investigated by many researchers (Patrick et al., 1993; Peters
et al., 2007; Diseth et al., 2012). Findings have indicated that
the fulfillment of autonomy can positively predict academic
achievement. The mechanism underlying this relation is that the
satisfaction of autonomy benefits for inspiring students to engage
into learning as their own pursuits and interest instead of external
pressure. If the students have positive attitudes toward learning,
they may take more efforts to overcome academic challenges
thereby achieving desirable academic outcomes (Diseth et al.,
2012). Similar findings also have shown that students who
experience greater autonomy at schools are more likely to have
positive emotions and place more efforts on academic tasks
(Maralani et al., 2016; Gutiérrez and Tomás, 2019).

Previous research suggested that harmonious and supportive
parent–child relationships could be one necessary precondition
for cultivating autonomy (Hurst, 2010; Liu, 2013). Reciprocal
filial piety, characterized by intimate feelings and close
relationships between parents and children, is conductive
to children’s autonomy. Literature shows that close-knit
relationship with parents is associated with children’s a greater
sense of belonging to their parents (Bao and Lam, 2008; Hui et al.,
2011). Children live in this intimate parent–child relationship
tend to perceive parental involvement (such as parental
aspiration and expectations) as support and encouragement, and
thus facilitate them transform parents’ expectancy as personal
goals and self-determination, which benefit for inspiring them
actively engage into learning as pursuit of their own (Bao and
Lam, 2008; Hui et al., 2011).

However, if children are socialized to suppress their needs
in family interactions, and inhibit themselves to meet parents’
requirement and social criterion, their need for autonomy is less
likely to be fulfilled (Yeh, 2006). Children may feel out of control,
incompetence, helplessness, and frustration in their daily life,
resulting in weaker academic motivation and poorer academic
performance (Ho, 1996). These findings suggest that reciprocal
filial piety that is associated with the fulfillment of autonomy,
but not authoritarian filial piety, may be conductive to better
academic performance.

The Present Study
The main aim of this study is to investigate whether filial
piety is associated with academic performance via autonomy
need satisfaction, both in Chinese background and in a global
context. In Study 1, we used Chinese junior high school
students as participants. We constructed multilevel hierarchical
linear modeling to examine the relations between filial beliefs,
autonomy need satisfaction, and academic achievement at
the students’ and classes’ level. Study 2 investigated the
relationships among the above-mentioned variables using
two open databases – the World Values Survey (WVS)
and Program for International Student Assessment (PISA),
which can be freely used by everyone. WVS contains items
measuring filial obligation and the endorsement of autonomy
at national level.

Filial piety includes two dimensions according to the
model proposed by Yeh and Bedford (2003). According to
the previous findings, we hypothesize that reciprocal filial
belief can positively predict academic achievement, and this
is true both in Chinese background (hypothesis 1) and in
a global context (hypothesis 2). Authoritarian filial belief is
not associated with academic achievement, and this is true
both in Chinese background (hypothesis 3) and in a global
context (hypothesis 4). In Study 1 autonomy need satisfaction
was measured by a scale constructed by Deci and Ryan
(2000) and Gagné (2003). Based on the existing findings, we
hypothesize that in Chinese background the association between
reciprocal filial piety and academic achievement can be explained
by autonomy need satisfaction (hypothesis 5). Similarly, in
Study 2 we hypothesize that the association between reciprocal
filial piety and academic achievement at national level can
be explained by the satisfaction of the need for autonomy
(hypothesis 6).

Exploring the role of filial piety in facilitating academic
performance is of great importance because enhancing family
beliefs (especially reciprocal filial belief) may be an effective
way to facilitate students’ motivation to learn. And this is
particularly valuable based on the increased reports suggest
that a substantial gradual decrease of academic motivation has
been observed during later childhood and early adolescent
across different cultural backgrounds (Gottfried et al., 2009;
Bugler et al., 2016).

STUDY 1

Participants
Participants of Study 1 were 750 junior high school students (381
girls, Mage = 13.08 years, SDage = 1.20) randomly recruited from
15 classes of public middle schools in Eastern China. There were
about 50 participants in each class. Among them 35.06% were
from Grade 7, 34% were from Grade 8, and 30.93% were from
Grade 9; 35% came from city/town, 34% came from countryside,
the rest came from the suburbs; 61% of them were the only
child in their native family. Written informed consent were
obtained from all participants and their parents, participants were
encouraged to complete these measures as their real beliefs.
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Measures
Filial Beliefs
In Study 1, filial beliefs, including reciprocal filial belief and
authoritarian filial belief, were measured by the Filial Piety
Scale (FPS; Yeh and Bedford, 2003; Chen, 2014). FPS consists
of 16 items using a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (extremely
unimportant) to 6 (extremely important). The reciprocal filial
belief dimension (e.g., be frequently concerned about my parents’
general well-being) and the authoritarian filial belief dimension
(e.g., taken my parents’ suggestions even when I do not agree
with them) each includes eight items. The total scores of all
items of each dimension were taken to represent the levels of
filial beliefs. FPS has showed acceptable reliability and validity in
previous research using junior high students as participants (Yeh
and Bedford, 2004). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha for reciprocal
and authoritarian filial beliefs were 0.81 and 0.74, respectively.

Autonomy Need
In Study 1, the Basic Psychological Needs Scale (BPNS; Gagné,
2003) was used to assess the satisfaction of the need for
autonomy. The Chinese version of BPNS includes 21 items and
has been proved to be a reliable and valid measure of Chinese
middle school students’ psychological needs (Zhen et al., 2017).
In this study, the autonomy dimension was used to assess the
satisfaction of the need for autonomy. A sample item is “I feel I
am free to decide for myself how to live my life” (autonomy). Each
item is rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree). The total scores of all items were taken to represent the
levels of autonomy. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.70.

Academic Achievement
In Study 1, the participants’ final grades in Reading, and
Mathematics were obtained from school records. These scores
can be used as valid measures of academic achievement
(Chen et al., 2010). These scores were standardized according
to grades, and were summed to create a total score of
academic achievement.

Results
Correlation Analysis
Pearson’s correlations among research variables were presented
in Table 1. Reciprocal filial belief was positively and significantly
associated with autonomy, and academic achievement,
authoritarian filial belief was negatively associated with academic
achievement. In addition, autonomy was also significantly
associated with academic achievement.

TABLE 1 | Correlations between filial beliefs, autonomy, and academic
achievement (Study 1).

1 2 3 4

1. Reciprocal filial belief –

2. Authoritarian filial belief 0.26** –

3. Autonomy 0.07* 0.03 –

4. Academic achievement 0.20** −0.10** 0.10** –

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Multilevel Hierarchical Linear Analysis
The multilevel hierarchical linear modelings were constructed
using the HLM 6.08 software to examine the relations
between reciprocal filial piety, autonomy, and academic
achievement at students’ and classes’ levels. Firstly, to
examine the relations between reciprocal filial piety,
autonomy, and academic achievement at the students’ level,
we constructed model 1 (academic achievement = β0 + β1
reciprocal filial piety + β2 autonomy + e1) and model 2
(autonomy = β0 + β1 reciprocal filial piety + e2). The models
include dependent [academic achievement (model 1) and
autonomy (model 2)] and independent variables [reciprocal
filial piety and autonomy (model 1) and reciprocal filial
piety (model 2)], intercept (β0), slope (β1 and β2), and
error (e1 and e2).

The results showed that reciprocal filial piety and autonomy
significantly predicted academic achievement (model 1);
moreover, reciprocal filial piety also significantly predicted
autonomy (model 2), suggesting that reciprocal filial piety can
positively predict academic achievement via autonomy (Table 2).
In addition, following the same procedure, the results also
indicated that the authoritarian filial piety negatively predicted
academic achievement (β = −0.02, t = −2.76, p < 0.05), the
relation between the authoritarian filial piety and autonomy was
not significant (β = 0.02, t = 0.72, p > 0.05).

Then, to examine the relations between reciprocal filial piety,
autonomy, and academic achievement at the classes’ level, we
constructed model 3 (β0 = γ00 + γ01 class + r1) and model
4 (β1 = γ10 + γ11 class + r2) based on model 1 and model
2, separately. The models examine the extent that class variable
affects the above-mentioned variables. The results indicated that
class variable did not interfere the relations between reciprocal
filial piety (β = −0.00, t = −0.20, p > 0.05), autonomy (β = 0.00,
t = 0.06, p > 0.05), and academic achievement. In addition, class
variable also did not interfere the relation between reciprocal
filial piety (β = 0.00, t = 0.35, p > 0.05) and autonomy. Finally,
the results showed that the relations between the authoritarian
filial piety, autonomy, and academic achievement were all not
significant (pS > 0.05).

At the first level, the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence
interval did not include zero when reciprocal filial piety was
the predictor and academic achievement was the outcome
variable [CIdirectpath: (0.019, 0.040); CIindirectpath(viaautonomy):
(0.001, 0.003)], in addition, the direct pathway from the

TABLE 2 | The multilevel hierarchical linear analytical results without the second
level variables.

Models Independent Dependent Coefficient and
variables variables significance

Coefficient Error t

Model 1 RFP Academic
achievement

0.03 0.00 5.32***

Autonomy 0.02 0.00 2.39***

Model 2 RFP Autonomy 0.06 0.03 1.99*

*p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
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authoritarian filial piety to academic achievement also did not
include zero [CI: (−0.029,−0.005)].

Additionally, the relationships between reciprocal filial belief,
autonomy, and academic achievement were also examined
through constructing the SEM (see Figure 1). The path model
fit the data well (χ2/df = 1.73, NFI = 0.95, CFI = 0.98,
TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.03). Authoritarian filial belief was not
significantly associated with autonomy need satisfaction and
academic achievement, and therefore the results were not be
represented in Figure 1 (Zhao et al., 2010).

STUDY 2

Participants
Participants of Study 2 were taken from WVS1 and PISA2.
WVS, which has been conducted by the Executive Committee
of the WVS Association since 1981, is a global research
program focusing on human values and beliefs, such as politics
importance, religion importance, and importance of equalizing
chances for education. The WVS has been conducted six waves.
Data were collected via random sampling method from nearly
100 countries/regions, representing 90% of the adult (18 years
and older) population of the world. We used the participants who
have finished the measures of this study. The date information of
study 2 has been presented in the Appendix.

Program for International Student Assessment is a global
academic assessment program aiming to test whether the
adolescents have mastered the required knowledge and skills

1http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org
2http://www.oecd.org/pisa/keyfindings/

through a series of test, including Mathematics, Reading, and
Science/Problem-solving examinations (Jerrim, 2015). PISA has
been conducted by the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) in more than 60 countries/regions
every 3 years since 2000. During the investigation, OECD
randomly selected 4500–10,000 teenagers (15–16 years old)
who were from different family backgrounds in each country.
Additionally, a series of variables that reflect national-level
economic, social, and population development were controlled
in this study, including GDPpc3, HDI4, total fertility (live births
per woman)5, and population density (see text footnote 3).

Measures
Filial Beliefs
In Study 2, a FPS was constructed according to the definition
of Yeh and Bedford (2003). The item in WVS “Respect and
love for parents” (A025; 1 = always respect, 3 = neither) was
used to measure reciprocal filial belief. This item parallels the
one “grateful to my parents for raising me” in the reciprocity
sub-scale of the FPS (Yeh, 2003; Chen, 2014). Dummy-variable
method was used to translate this categorical variable into the
continuous variable before into the regression analysis (Balestra,
2008). Another item “One of main goals in life has been to
make my parents proud” (D054; 1 = agree strongly, 4 = strongly
disagree) was used to measure authoritarian filial belief. This
item parallels the one “meet my parents’ expectations” in the
authoritarian sub-scale of the FPS (Yeh, 2003; Chen, 2014). These
items were reverse-scored in order that higher scores indicate

3http://data.worldbank.org
4http://hdr.undp.org
5https://population.un.org
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FIGURE 1 | The1.1pc relationships between reciprocal filial belief, autonomy, and academic achievement (Study 1). ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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higher levels of reciprocal and authoritarian filial belief. Filial
piety scores in each country/region were acquired by averaging
the scores of all participants within that country/region.

Autonomy
In Study 2 the need for autonomy was indicated by the Autonomy
Index in WVS (0 = obedience, 4 = determination/independence).
The Autonomy Index comprises four binary choice items
(0 = unmentioned, 1 = important), two positively worded (i.e.,
independence, determination) and two negatively worded (i.e.,
religious faith, obedience). It reflects how strongly independence
and non-obedience are encouraged in a society. All participants
were aggregated according to country/region, and the mean score
of this item was used as an indicator of the satisfaction of the
need for autonomy of each country/region. At national level
Cronbach’s alpha of this measure is 0.75.

Academic Achievement
In Study 2, to chronologically match the six wave of WVS
that was conducted since 1981, PISA scores of the last
three waves (2009, 2012, and 2015) were used in this study.
Reading and Mathematics scores were separately averaged and
standardized according to countries/regions and waves, and
eventually summed up as a final score of academic achievement
at national level. GDPpc (we used the data collected during 2010–
2014), HDI (we used the data collected during 2013–2015), total
fertility (live births per woman; we used the data collected during
2010–2015), and population density (we used the data collected
in 2012) were used as controls in this study.

Results
Correlation Analysis
Pearson’s correlations among research variables were presented
in Table 3. The results showed that reciprocal filial belief
was positively and significantly correlated with autonomy
and academic achievement, and autonomy was significantly
correlated with academic achievement, while authoritarian filial
belief was not significantly associated with autonomy and
academic achievement.

Mediation Analysis
Mediation analysis was carried out to examine the role of
autonomy in the relationship between reciprocal filial belief and
academic achievement. Reciprocal filial belief and autonomy
were defined as observed variables, and academic achievement
(measured by Reading and Mathematics) was defined as a latent
variable (Figure 2).

TABLE 3 | Correlations between filial beliefs, autonomy, and academic
achievement (Study 2).

1 2 3 4

1. Reciprocal filial belief –

2. Authoritarian filial belief 0.14 –

3. Autonomy 0.25* 0.11 –

4. Academic achievement 0.37** −0.07 0.34** –

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Academic

achievement

.25*

.99***
.32**

.07 -.25 -.07

.28*

-.02

GDP

Reciprocal

filial belief
.99***

Reading

Autonomy

Maths

TF HDIPD

FIGURE 2 | The relationships between reciprocal filial belief, autonomy, and
academic achievement (Study 2). ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001. PD,
population density; TF, total fertility (live births per woman); HDI, human
development index.

The model fit the data well (χ2/df = 1.08, NFI = 0.95,
CFI = 1.00, TLI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.04). In Figure 2, reciprocal
filial belief was significantly associated with autonomy,
and autonomy was significantly associated with academic
achievement after control variables were added to the model.
The direct relation between reciprocal filial belief and academic
achievement was also significant. The paths from control
variables to academic achievement were all insignificant
(ps > 0.05). The estimated mediating effect was 0.08, explaining
22.22% of the total effect (0.36) of reciprocal filial belief
on academic achievement. The effects of authoritarian filial
piety on autonomy and academic achievement were not
significant (ps > 0.05).

We constructed bootstrap confidence intervals to test specific
mediation and direct pathways in structural equation models.
The 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval both did
not contain zero when reciprocal filial piety was the predictor
(CIdirectpath: 2.11–17.43; CIindirectpath(viaautonomy): 0.01–6.53),
while the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval both
contained zero when authoritarian filial piety was the predictor
(CIdirectpath:−3.31–1.34; CIindirectpath(viaautonomy):−0.28–3.24).

DISCUSSION

Filial Beliefs, Autonomy, and Academic
Achievement
In consistence with hypothesis 1, this study found that reciprocal
filial belief can positively predicted Chinese adolescents’ academic
achievement. This relationship still holds at national level,
showing that a respectful and loving attitude toward the
parents has positive implications for facilitating adolescents’
academic achievement at national level. Therefore, hypothesis
2 was also supported. Difference from hypothesis 3, this study
found that Chinese adolescents’ authoritarian filial belief was
negatively and significantly associated with their academic
achievement. In a global context, the results showed that
a stronger endorsement of authoritarian filial piety in a
country was not associated with adolescents’ higher levels of
academic achievement in that country. Therefore, hypothesis
4 was supported.
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The results from this study indicated a positive and
significant association between reciprocal filial piety and
academic achievement both in Chinese society and in a
global context. These findings highlight the importance
of positive parent–child relationship that related to
reciprocal filial piety in facilitating children’s psycho-
social and academic development, suggesting that students
who develop family obligations based on the reciprocity
are more likely to obtain desirable academic outcomes
(Leung and Zhang, 2000).

Our results also indicated that a general negative association
between authoritarian filial piety and academic achievement
both in Chinese society and in a global context. These
findings suggest that if children are required to suppress
their needs and feelings to meet their parents’ requirement
and social criterion, their psycho-social and academic
development are more likely to be hindered. This happen
could be due to the fact that when children are demanded
to repay their parents out of obedience and indebtedness
(opposed to love and intimate affections), they tend to
experience more negative emotions, such as a sense of
losing control, incompetence, helplessness, and frustration,
which hinder them from making positive-oriented changes
(Yeh and Bedford, 2004).

In consistence with hypothesis 5 and hypothesis 6, the
results in this study also indicated that reciprocal filial piety
was positively associated with the satisfaction of the need for
autonomy, which in turn contributed to academic achievement
both at individual level and at national level. This could be
due to the harmonious parent–child relationship that related
to reciprocal filial piety facilitates the fulfillment of autonomy
and provides necessary nourishment for inspiring children to
learn. For example, when parents encourage children’s active
participation, acknowledge children’s perspectives, and provide
social rewards for positive behaviors, children can naturally
generate gratitude for their parents’ efforts and support, the
expectations from parents in this close-knit family interaction
process are more likely to be internalized as self-volition
by children, inspiring them greater engagement into learning
activities without experiencing external pressure or demands
(Bao and Lam, 2008; Vasquez et al., 2016).

These results of this study have revealed culturally
universal (i.e., etic) findings. Specifically, these findings
are that: (1) Endorsing reciprocal filial piety in a society
is beneficial for students’ academic development in that
society, while endorsing authoritarian filial piety in a
society does not have such effects. (2) The association
between reciprocal filial piety and students’ academic
development can be partly accounted by autonomy need
satisfaction, and this is a universal finding across different
cultural backgrounds.

Strengths, Limitations, and Implications
This study throws new light on exploring the universal and
specific aspects of psychological constructs. These findings
in this study imply that filial beliefs established in non-
Western settings can also be applied to a global context. The

universality of filial piety may be the result of kin selection, an
evolutionary strategy favoring reproductive success of relatives
(Guo et al., 2017).

Nevertheless, some limitations of this study should be
addressed. First, the participants and measures used in Study
1 and Study 2 were not equivalent. The participants in Study
1 were junior high school students, whereas the participants
in Study 2 were samples from the population of 15 years and
older. However, cultural values (e.g., filial beliefs, endorsement
of personal autonomy) are broadly shared by various members
in a society. So we assumed that the students’ attitudes toward
filial piety can be reflected in other populations. Second, in Study
1 filial piety was measured by a scale with satisfying reliability
and validity, while in Study 2 reciprocal and authoritarian filial
piety were separately measured by only one item. Although one-
item scale has been widely used in social surveys (Nevitte and
Cochrane, 2006), whether these items can measure the target
constructs is still a question. Furthermore, the autonomy index
used in Study 2 indicated how strongly self-determination or
independence (vs. obedience) was endorsed in a society, and
we proposed that in a society where autonomy was strongly
endorsed, the need for autonomy was more likely to be satisfied,
whereas more direct evidence was needed to support this
proposition. Third, the correlational study design of this study
limits its power to infer causalities between research variables.
Future researchers are encouraged to manipulate filial beliefs
to examine their effects on academic performance. Fourth,
in Chinese culture, individuating and relating autonomy may
play different roles in motivating learning (Yeh and Yang,
2006; Yeh et al., 2009; Chen et al., 2013). The contribution
of different forms of autonomy to academic success can be
a meaningful theme that deserves to be investigated in the
future research. Fifth, filial ideas endorsed by individual can
also interact with other external factors and exert influence
on academic achievement, future investigations can clarify
the relations among these variables via advanced statistical
methods (e.g., multilevel modeling). Last but not least, the
results in this study showed that autonomy psychological need
can partly mediate the association between filial piety and
academic achievement, implying the existence of other mediators
in this pathway, which are encouraged to be examined by
future researchers.

This study highlights the role of family obligations in
facilitating students’ academic achievement. This is particularly
important because recently there is a decline in academic
motivation during later childhood and early adolescent (Bugler
et al., 2016). Family is the first agenda of socialization, to
cultivate children’s family obligations, an authoritative parenting
style rather than an authoritarian parenting style should
be adopted by the parents. Parents should be more kind,
loving, and caring to their children, the warm parenting
style facilitates children repay to their parents with the same
positive emotions, expectations from parents can be more
easily to be internalized as self-pursuit rather than extra
requirements by their children in the harmonious family
interaction, which benefit for children’s academic engagement
and performance.
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