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Background: Psychological flexibility is a key factor in maintaining mental wellbeing. While previous studies have used professional Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) interventions to enhance psychological flexibility, our study proposes a new approach to enhance psychological flexibility based on the Development-in-Sociocultural-Context Model for Childrenl Acceptance and Commitmen

Methods: This study, adopting a positivist research approach, utilized a cross-sectional design. Data were collected from 750 students at three middle schools in Henan Province, China, through cluster random sampling. This approach yielded 750 questionnaires. The participants sequentially completed three questionnaires: the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-Student (UWES-S), the Harsh Parenting Questionnaire, and the Avoidance and Fusion Questionnaire for Youth. After removing 45 invalid questionnaires due to incomplete responses and patterned answers, a total of 705 valid questionnaires were obtained, with 52.9% girls and an average age of 13.11 years (SD = 1.04), leading to an effectiveness rate of 94.00%. Upon data collection, SPSS 26.0 software was used for correlation analysis, mediation analysis, and moderated mediation analysis to assess the relationships between variables.

Results: (1) Learning engagement positively predicts psychological flexibility; (2) harsh parenting mediates the relationship between learning engagement and psychological flexibility; and (3) gender moderates the impact of harsh parenting on psychological flexibility, with a more significant negative effect on females than males.

Conclusion: This study highlights a novel approach for enhancing psychological flexibility among Chinese adolescents, demonstrating that by increasing their learning engagement, adolescents can effectively improve their psychological flexibility. Future research could investigate various cultural, age, and occupational groups to explore effective approaches for enhancing psychological flexibility in diverse populations, which is vital for promoting human mental wellbeing.
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Introduction

The Buddhist saying, “All beings are entangled in suffering,” poignantly captures a universal truth about the human condition. This acknowledgment of universal suffering provides a compelling backdrop for the study of psychological flexibility. Psychological flexibility is defined as the ability to be consciously in contact with the present moment, completely and without judging or trying to change the thoughts and emotions that occur at that moment, and persistently keeping in mind personal values and goals (Hayes et al., 2012). Research has demonstrated that psychological flexibility is instrumental in alleviating human suffering, playing a significant role in mitigating mental health issues. In the context of rapidly changing educational environments, psychological flexibility has emerged as a critical skill for adolescents to navigate academic pressures, social challenges, and emotional distress. Research indicates that higher levels of psychological flexibility are associated with better academic performance, reduced anxiety, and improved social relationships (Davis et al., 2020; Fonseca et al., 2020; Yue et al., 2021). Therefore, fostering psychological flexibility in adolescents is not only essential for their mental wellbeing but also for their long-term success in an increasingly complex world. This includes reducing the impact of anxiety (Arch et al., 2012; Davis et al., 2020), depression (Fonseca et al., 2020; Lappalainen et al., 2015), and substance addiction (Lanza et al., 2014). Thus, exploring methods to enhance psychological flexibility is of paramount importance.

Meta-analytic evidence suggests that the predominant approach to enhancing psychological flexibility has been through direct intervention using Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) (Ren et al., 2019). While effective, this method is not without its drawbacks. On one hand, it requires the expertise of professionals trained in ACT, which limits accessibility due to the insufficient number of trained ACT counselors to meet the demand. On the other hand, seeking help from ACT professionals can be a significant financial burden for many. This raises a critical question: Is there a more accessible and cost-effective approach to help individuals improve their psychological flexibility?

The Development-in-Sociocultural-Context Model for Children’s Engagement in Learning offers a guiding framework to explore this issue. This model posits that learning engagement can lead to a range of long-term benefits, such as improved psychosocial adjustment and reduced behavioral problems (Wang et al., 2019). This view is corroborated by extensive research. For example, studies show that at-risk or marginalized children who are deeply engaged in learning demonstrate greater adaptability in challenging situations (Reschly and Christenson, 2012). Conversely, a lack of engagement is linked to increased drug use and criminal behavior (Henry et al., 2012; Li and Lerner, 2011). Furthermore, ACT suggests that the root of many human psychosocial maladjustments, including depression and issues like substance abuse, lies in a deficit of psychological flexibility (Coto-Lesmes et al., 2020; Strosahl, 2004). Considering that both learning engagement and psychological flexibility are instrumental in addressing psychosocial and behavioral problems, a potential connection between the two becomes apparent.

Given this potential connection, our study builds upon the Development-in-Sociocultural-Context Model for Children’s Engagement in Learning and relevant empirical research to propose a moderated mediation model (Figure 1 for the proposed model). Recent studies have highlighted the role of psychological flexibility in adolescent mental health (Bibi et al., 2022; Yue et al., 2021). However, most research has focused on professional interventions such as ACT (Ren et al., 2019), which may not be accessible to all populations due to cost and resource limitations. This study proposes a novel approach by examining how learning engagement, a more accessible and cost-effective factor, can enhance psychological flexibility among adolescents. This model will enable us to explore the role of learning engagement in influencing psychological flexibility and to elucidate the underlying mechanisms of this relationship. By doing so, we aim to offer a novel and practical pathway for enhancing psychological flexibility.
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FIGURE 1
Proposed moderated mediation model.




Learning engagement and psychological flexibility

Learning engagement refers to a sustained, positive state exhibited by students during the learning process, which is mainly characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002; Yue et al., 2022). Engagement in learning can be viewed as a training method to improve psychological flexibility. In the triadic model of ACT, Hayes et al. (2012) describe psychological flexibility in terms of three response styles: focus on the present moment (aware), openness to experience with acceptance and perspective on the events experienced (open), and commitment to value-directed action (active). When children are engaged in learning, their attention is fully focused on the present learning process (aware) rather than entangled in the content of private events (open). In addition, ACT asserts that values represent overarching qualities that individuals seek to express through ongoing actions (Hayes et al., 2012). In this context, engagement in learning is inherently a value that serves as a positive quality that children seek to manifest during the learning process and that guides their ongoing learning behaviors. Therefore, engaging in learning with vigor, dedication, and absorption is a value-directed action (active), and as a result, engaging in learning serves as an excellent practice for children to develop psychological flexibility. Previous empirical studies have found that there is a positive correlation between learning engagement and psychological flexibility (Martinie and Shankland, 2024).

Accordingly, this study proposes Hypothesis 1: Learning engagement positively predicts psychological flexibility.



The mediating role of harsh parenting

According to the Development-in-Sociocultural-Context Model for Children’s Engagement in Learning, learning engagement not only directly bolsters an individual’s psychosocial adjustment but also indirectly enhances psychosocial adjustment through the augmentation of social support, leading to more favorable treatment from those around them (Wang et al., 2019). Given the Chinese cultural context, it is intuitive to consider the concept of “harsh parenting.” The traditional Chinese parenting belief, encapsulated in the saying “spare the rod, spoil the child,” often results in parents adhering to this philosophy treating their children sternly upon mistakes. For children, exhibiting higher learning engagement often translates to earning their parents’ commendation and experiencing gentler treatment, such as evading severe punishment for errors. This, in turn, indirectly boosts their psychological flexibility. Additionally, Bandura’s Triadic Reciprocal Determinism suggests that environmental factors (e.g., harsh parenting), individual factors (e.g., learning engagement), and behavioral outcomes (e.g., psychological flexibility) interact dynamically to shape adolescent development (Bandura, 1986). These theoretical frameworks provide a robust foundation for understanding the mechanisms through which learning engagement and harsh parenting influence psychological flexibility. In essence, this study seeks to elucidate the mediating role of harsh parenting in the nexus between learning engagement and psychological flexibility.

Firstly, learning engagement might inversely predict harsh parenting. Harsh parenting encompasses parents’ coarse behaviors, emotions, and attitudes toward their offspring (Wang et al., 2016). This includes not just overt verbal and physical aggression like yelling and hitting but also psychological affronts such as neglecting and dismissing children’s emotional needs, as well as coercive actions like infringing on children’s rights and meting out unwarranted punishments (Wang et al., 2016). The Transactional Model of Development posits a bidirectional relationship between a child’s temperament or behavioral display and parental rearing (Sameroff, 2009). As per this model, while children’s behavioral manifestations are influenced by parental rearing, they also reciprocally impact it. Prior research indicates that children exhibiting pronounced externalized behavioral issues or heightened anger temperaments are more prone to elicit corporal or authoritarian parenting from their guardians (Lee et al., 2013). Conversely, commendable behavior in children can mitigate tendencies toward parental harshness (Sameroff, 2009). Given the emphasis Chinese parents traditionally place on academic achievement, children’s pronounced learning engagement is likely to curtail harsh parenting.

Secondly, harsh parenting might inversely predict psychological flexibility. Past studies have underscored that the parenting style is a pivotal determinant of a child’s psychological flexibility (Flujas-Contreras and Gómez, 2018; Williams et al., 2012). For instance, an individual raised by critical parents may become excessively self-critical and shun intimacy fearing reproach in a bid to conform to parental expectations, and, persistently entangled with these negative cognitions while evading social interactions, would exhibit compromised psychological flexibility (Hayes et al., 2012). It is plausible that children frequently subjected to harsh parenting often act based on their parents’ preferences or values, rather than making autonomous, situationally adaptable decisions. In such a stringent parenting milieu, children’s psychological flexibility is gravely jeopardized. In empirical research, both Bibi et al. (2022) and Yue et al. (2021) found that parental control and harsh parenting negatively impact adolescents’ psychological flexibility.

Consequently, this study proposes Hypothesis 2: Harsh parenting mediates the relationship between learning engagement and psychological flexibility.



The moderating role of gender

The influence of harsh parenting on psychological flexibility may exhibit gender disparities. Studies have indicated that individuals frequently subjected to severe parenting methods, such as physical punishment, verbal reprimands, and punitive measures, tend to manifest negative emotions, including anxiety and depression (Pineda et al., 2007; Yue et al., 2022). Compared to males, females are more predisposed to employ experiential avoidance as a coping mechanism to mitigate the negative emotions stemming from stressful events, such as harsh parenting (Panayiotou et al., 2017; Venta et al., 2012). Notably, experiential avoidance is a significant precursor to psychological inflexibility (Hayes et al., 2012). Consequently, harsh parenting might exert a more pronounced detrimental effect on the psychological flexibility of females.

In light of these observations, this study proposes Hypothesis 3: Gender moderates the impact of harsh parenting on psychological flexibility, with a more significant negative effect on females than males.



Materials and methods


Research design

The research approach of this study is based on positivism. A cross-sectional design was used to conduct a questionnaire survey on participants. They sequentially completed three questionnaires: the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-Student (UWES-S), the Harsh Parenting Questionnaire, and the Avoidance and Fusion Questionnaire for Youth. After data collection, correlation analysis, mediation analysis, and moderated mediation analysis were employed to examine the relationships between variables.



Participants

In this study, data were collected at a single time point from 750 students at three middle schools in Henan Province, China, using cluster random sampling, resulting in 750 questionnaires for the survey. After excluding 45 invalid questionnaires due to incomplete responses and patterned answering, 705 valid questionnaires were obtained, resulting in an effectiveness rate of 94.00%. Among the valid responses, the average age of participants was 13.11 years (SD = 1.04). The sample comprised 332 boys (47.1%) and 373 girls (52.9%). In terms of grade distribution, 349 students (49.5%) were in the 7th grade, 177 (25.1%) in the 8th grade, and 179 (25.4%) in the 9th grade. The sample included 44 only children (6.2%) and 661 students with siblings (93.8%). Furthermore, 597 participants (84.7%) hailed from rural backgrounds, while 108 students (15.3%) were from urban areas. To provide a better picture of the demographic profile, we have presented the details in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Participant demographics.
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Research tools


Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-Student

The UWES-S compiled by Schaufeli et al. (2002) and revised by Fang et al. (2008) was adopted. The questionnaire has been proved to have good reliability and validity in the Chinese context. It has 17 items (such as “As far as my studies are concerned, I always persevere, even when things do not go well”) and three dimensions, namely vigor, dedication and absorption. Using the 7-point scoring method, the higher the score, the higher the level of individual learning engagement. In previous studies on learning engagement, the scale showed good psychometric characteristics (Li, 2018; Zhang and Yue, 2021). In this study, the Cronbach’s α of this scale was 0.96.



Harsh parenting questionnaire

Referring to the research of Wang (2017) and Qi et al. (2020), four subjects were used to measure parental harsh parenting. The questionnaire has been proved to have good reliability and validity in the Chinese context. Topics such as “When I did something wrong or made my parents angry, he (or she) would lose temper or even yell at me,” asking teenagers to evaluate their parents. Using the 5-point scoring method, the higher the score, the higher the degree of harsh parenting. In this study, Cronbach’s α of the harsh parenting questionnaire was 0.79.



Avoidance and fusion questionnaire for youth

The Avoidance and Fusion Questionnaire for Youth (simplified version) (AFQ-Y8) prepared by Greco et al. (2008) and revised by Chen et al. (2019) was adopted. The questionnaire has been proved to have good reliability and validity in the Chinese context. It questionnaire has 8 items (such as “My life won’t be good until I feel happy”), one dimension. The 5-point scoring method is adopted. 1 means “completely non-conforming” and 5 means “fully conforming;” Reverse scoring indicates the degree of individual psychological flexibility, the higher the score, the higher the degree of psychological flexibility. In previous studies on adolescents’ psychological flexibility, the questionnaire showed good psychometric characteristics (Liu et al., 2021). The Cronbach’s α of this scale in the present study was 0.81.



Procedure

Before the questionnaire phase, moral education instructors at participating schools conducted thorough training for class head teachers about the administration of the test and key precautions. The head teachers then briefed parents about the test, leading to the voluntary signing of informed consent forms by both parents and students. During the test, students filled out paper questionnaires under the guidance of head teachers during class meetings, focusing on honest and reflective responses in line with their real experiences. Emphasis was placed on the confidentiality of their responses. The questionnaire completion took around 20 min, after which the head teachers collected and securely maintained the questionnaires. The study adhered to the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki and was approved by the Research Ethics Committee at the College of Education Science, Hubei Normal University.




Data analysis

The collected data were inputted and managed using SPSS 26.0 software, with which descriptive statistical analysis and correlation analysis were conducted. After standardizing the scores of each scale, the two models under investigation were tested using the PROCESS macro program. Specifically, Model 4 examined the mediation effect of harsh parenting, while Model 14 was applied to explore the moderating effect of gender.




Results


Common method biases test

To mitigate the risk of common method biases inherent in self-reported data, strategies such as the use of anonymous surveys and the inclusion of reverse-scored items were adopted. Moreover, the validity of the data was further assessed through the application of the Harman single factor test. The result of unrotated exploratory factor analysis were shown that the first factor only can explain 38.60% variance, which was less than the 40% critical standard (Podsakoff et al., 2003), indicating that there were no serious common method biases in this study.



Preliminary analyses

The mean and standard deviation for each of the variables and the correlation coefficients between them are shown in Table 2. Table 2 shows that learning engagement was significantly negatively correlated with harsh parenting and positively correlated with psychological flexibility; there was a significant negative correlation between harsh parenting and psychological flexibility. In addition, grade, whether the only child or not were significantly correlated with harsh parenting, family location was significantly correlated with learning engagement, and the correlation between gender, age and research variables was not significant. Therefore, in the follow-up analysis, grade, whether the only child and family location were treated as control variables.


TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis results for each variable (n = 705).

[image: Table 2]



Learning engagement and psychological flexibility: moderated mediation effect

According to the suggestions of Hayes (2013) and Wen and Ye (2014), all variables were standardized, and then an analysis of moderated mediation effect was carried out under the control of grade, only child or not and family location. All analysis processes were carried out by SPSS 26.0 macro program PROCESS. The percentile bootstrap method with deviation correction was used for inspection. Repeated sampling for 5,000 times to calculate the 95% confidence interval (see Table 3 for the specific results).


TABLE 3 Learning engagement and psychological flexibility: moderated mediation effect.
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The first step was to test the simple mediation model (model 4). Regression analysis showed that learning engagement had a significant positive predictive effect on psychological flexibility (β = 0.22, p< 0.01); After incorporating harsh parenting into the regression equation, learning engagement still had a significant positive predictive effect on psychological flexibility (β = 0.17, p < 0.01), learning engagement negatively predicted harsh parenting (β = −0.20, p < 0.01), harsh parenting negatively predicted psychological flexibility (β = −0.24, p < 0.01). a × b = 0.05, boot SE = 0.01, 95% confidence interval was (0.03, 0.07), excluding 0. This result showed that harsh parenting played a significant mediating role between learning engagement and psychological flexibility, and the mediating effect accounts for 22.22% of the total effect.

The second step was to test the moderated mediation effect (model 14). Regression analysis showed that harsh parenting negatively predicted psychological flexibility (β = −0.31, p < 0.01), gender had no significant predictive effect on psychological flexibility (β = 0.09, p = 0.23), and the interaction between harsh parenting and gender had a significant predictive effect on psychological flexibility (β = 0.15, p< 0.05), 95% confidence interval was (0.01, 0.29), excluding 0. This result showed that gender played a moderating role in the relationship between harsh parenting and psychological flexibility.

In order to reveal how gender moderated the impact of harsh parenting on psychological flexibility, gender was divided into males and females, a simple slope test was performed, and a simple effect analysis chart was drawn (Figure 2). The results showed that harsh parenting had a stronger impact on females’ psychological flexibility (b simple = −0.34, p < 0.01), and the 95% confidence interval was (−0.43, −0.24); It had a weaker effect on male’s psychological flexibility (b simple = −0.19, p < 0.01), and the 95% confidence interval was (−0.30, −0.08).
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FIGURE 2
Gender as a moderator in the relationship between harsh parenting and psychological flexibility.





Discussion


Learning engagement and psychological flexibility

The finding that learning engagement positively predicts psychological flexibility aligns with previous research suggesting that active participation in learning activities fosters adaptive psychological responses (Lawson and Lawson, 2013). However, the mediating role of harsh parenting highlights the importance of family dynamics in shaping adolescent psychological flexibility, a finding that extends the current literature on parenting styles (Bibi et al., 2022; Yue et al., 2021). These results have practical implications for educators and parents, suggesting that interventions aimed at enhancing learning engagement and reducing harsh parenting practices could significantly improve adolescents’ psychological flexibility and overall mental wellbeing. This study is pioneering in its discovery that learning engagement positively predicts psychological flexibility. This finding aligns with the perspectives of the Development-in-Sociocultural-Context Model for Children’s Engagement in Learning and supports Hypothesis 1 (Wang et al., 2019).

By integrating the model with relevant empirical research, our study validates that learning engagement not only directly influences psychosocial adjustment and problematic behaviors but also directly impacts psychological flexibility. This discovery enriches the width of this model. While previous studies have used professional ACT interventions to enhance psychological flexibility (Ren et al., 2019), similar to the idea that meditation is not limited to temples, our study proposes that a novel approach to enhancing psychological flexibility is to increase children’s engagement in learning. It underscores that children can actively harness their agency, striving to increase their learning engagement, which in turn bolsters their psychological flexibility and overall mental wellbeing.



The mediating role of harsh parenting

A significant contribution of this study is the identification of harsh parenting as a mediator between learning engagement and psychological flexibility. This finding aligns with the Perspectives of the Development-in-Sociocultural-Context Model for Children’s Engagement in Learning and supports Hypothesis 2 (Wang et al., 2019).

In the initial phase of the mediation process, our study revealed a negative association between learning engagement and harsh parenting. This suggests that individuals can mitigate their parents’ harsh behaviors through enhanced learning engagement, corroborating the predictions of the Transactional Model of Development (Sameroff, 2009). Prior research has indicated that children exhibiting pronounced externalized behavioral issues or heightened anger temperaments are more prone to elicit corporal or authoritarian parenting from their guardians (Lee et al., 2013). Conversely, commendable behavior in children can counteract tendencies toward parental harshness. This underscores that parents’ treatment of their children is indeed influenced by the children’s behavioral manifestations, with parents inclined to encourage positive behaviors and penalize negative ones. Moreover, studies focusing on school environments have found that students with higher learning engagement levels are more likely to garner respect from teachers and are more apt to receive support (Pitzer and Skinner, 2017). These evidences suggest that individuals with higher levels of learning engagement are more likely to receive better treatment in various contexts.

In the subsequent phase of the mediation process, our study found that harsh parenting negatively predicted psychological flexibility, resonating with prior research findings (Bibi et al., 2022; Yue et al., 2021). Adverse parenting styles can undermine an individual’s psychological flexibility. When parents fail to provide children with ample space for exploration, limiting their autonomy, children often struggle to make independent decisions based on situational demands, leading to diminished psychological flexibility.

It is worth noting that some readers might express skepticism regarding the proposed model’s validity, as it seemingly diverges from mainstream perspectives (e.g., the influence of harsh parenting on learning engagement). However, this deviation is precisely what sets this study apart. Triadic Reciprocal Determinism posits an interactive, Mutually causal relationship between environmental factors, individual factors, and behavior (Bandura, 1986). Based on this theory, we believe that the pathway where behavior (learning engagement) impacts individual factors (psychological flexibility) through the mediation of environmental factors (harsh parenting) is plausible. Moreover, our model, grounded in the perspectives of the Development-in-Sociocultural-Context Model for Children’s Engagement in Learning (Wang et al., 2019), is buttressed by empirical research at every juncture, underscoring the reliability of our assertions.



The moderating role of gender

Our study identified gender as a significant moderator in the relationship between harsh parenting and psychological flexibility. Specifically, harsh parenting emerged as a more potent negative predictor of psychological flexibility for females compared to males, thereby validating Hypothesis 3.

This finding is in line with prior research, which has shown that negative parenting styles, such as authoritarian parenting, tend to have a more adverse impact on females’ psychological flexibility (Bibi et al., 2022). One potential explanation for this gender disparity lies in cultural norms prevalent in Asian societies. Historically, girls in these cultures have been granted less autonomy in decision-making compared to boys. Under the stringent control of authoritarian parents, girls often face restrictions that limit their ability to make flexible behavioral choices, compelling them to conform to parental directives (Bakhla et al., 2013). Consequently, their psychological flexibility becomes more susceptible to the negative influences of such parenting styles. Harsh parenting, characterized by controlling behaviors, often manifests in ways such as undue interference in children’s affairs, a lack of reasoned guidance, exaggerated reactions, or opting for forceful measures to compel compliance (Callahan et al., 2011; Rhoades et al., 2011). Given these dynamics, it is understandable why girls, who are already conditioned to be more compliant and less autonomous, would experience a more pronounced negative impact on their psychological flexibility due to harsh parenting.



Limitations and future recommendations

Although this study is grounded in solid theory and prior research, it has certain limitations. Firstly, the use of a cross-sectional design precludes making definitive causal inferences about the relationships between variables. Secondly, our research adopts a variable-centered perspective, which does not account for potential heterogeneity within the subject population. Thirdly, as the participants were exclusively Chinese adolescents, the applicability of our findings to other populations requires further verification.

Future research could address these limitations in several ways. First, longitudinal designs or experimental methods could be employed to better examine the causal relationships between variables. Second, adopting a person-centered perspective could allow for a fuller consideration of heterogeneity within the study population, exploring the characteristics and influencing factors of psychological flexibility in different subtypes of subjects. Finally, future research could investigate various cultural, age, and occupational groups to explore effective approaches for enhancing psychological flexibility in diverse populations.



Research implications

This study makes several contributions to the field of psychology, particularly in understanding how learning engagement can enhance psychological flexibility among adolescents. Firstly, it expands the Development-in-Sociocultural-Context Model for Children’s Engagement in Learning by integrating it with empirical findings on psychological flexibility. This integration provides a more comprehensive view of how learning behaviors and environments influence psychological flexibility. Secondly, the study sheds light on the mediating role of harsh parenting in the relationship between learning engagement and psychological flexibility, offering insights into family impact on adolescent development. Furthermore, the identification of gender as a significant moderating variable in this relationship deepens our comprehension of individual differences in psychological development. These insights have significant implications for targeted educational and family interventions to boost psychological health in Chinese adolescents, providing a foundation for further research in diverse contexts.




Conclusion

Our study constructs a moderated mediation model to explore how learning engagement influences psychological flexibility in Chinese adolescents, revealing the significant roles of harsh parenting and gender differences. This research offers insights into the effects of learning behaviors and family interactions on adolescent development, underscoring the need for specialized educational and familial interventions to improve mental wellbeing. These findings provide valuable guidance for future research to develop strategies that foster psychological flexibility across varied demographic groups.
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