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We examined the associations of parenting style and children’s

emotional intelligence with the children’s peer communication ability,

focusing especially on the mediating role of peer communication ability

in the relationship between parenting style and children’s emotional

intelligence. We recruited 306 parents in the cities of Hangzhou,

Changchun, and Lanzhou in China to participate in the study.

Participants reported on their parenting style and the emotional

intelligence and peer communication ability of their 3- to 6-year-old

children. We used structural equation modeling to explore the

mechanism of how parenting style influenced the emotional

intelligence of the children. The results showed that (a) there were

significant positive correlations between parenting style and the

emotional intelligence and peer communication ability of their

children, (b) parenting style had a significant influence on children’s

emotional intelligence, and (c) children’s peer communication ability

played a partial mediating role in the influence of parenting style on

children’s emotional intelligence.
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Literature Review

Emotional Intelligence and Its Value

The concept of emotional intelligence was proposed by Salovey and Mayer (1990) as one of the most

important human thinking abilities, and has since become a prevalent topic for research. Saarni (1999)

defined emotional intelligence as personal consciousness, understanding the emotions of oneself and others

based on appropriate emotional expressions, that is, the ability to identify and understand one’s own and

other people’s emotional states, and use this information to solve problems and regulate behaviors

(Ciarrochi, Deane, & Anderson, 2002; Mayer, Caruso, & Salovey, 1999). As an adaptive emotional response,

emotional intelligence can help one cope with challenges, achieve goals, and participate effectively in social

interactions. According to Lu (2005), emotional intelligence is the ability of individuals to perceive,

experience, express, evaluate, regulate, and control self-emotions, interpersonal emotions, and ecological

emotions. In many aspects of life, high-level emotional intelligence has always been associated with positive

outcomes. For example, it has been found that people with high-level emotional intelligence tend to have a

positive health condition (Costa, Petrides, & Tillmann, 2014), use appropriate parenting methods
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(Gugliandolo, Costa, Cuzzocrea, Larcan, & Petrides, 2015), achieve good academic performance (Nikooyeh,

Zarani, & Fathabadi, 2017), and form strong social relationships (Lopes et al., 2004). Conversely, low-level

emotional intelligence increases the risk of problems in children’s relationships and learning (Nikooyeh et

al., 2017; Petrides, Gómez, & Pérez-González, 2017). Therefore, emotional intelligence has a pivotal role in

interpersonal communication and social relations.

Parenting Style and Emotional Intelligence

The most widespread model of the concept of parenting style currently cited by researchers is a

combination of parents’ communication with and attitude toward their children, and the emotional

atmosphere conveyed by the parents’ behaviors (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). A good parenting style will

improve the development and quality of life of their children (Masud, 2016). Parents are children’s first

teachers and parenting style has a direct impact on their development. Parents may take a positive or

negative approach to child-rearing: Positive parents take the initiative to care for and help their children and

are willing to take responsibility for raising their children. Negative parents do not consider themselves as

responsible for shaping their offspring’s behavior and tend to yield uncritically to their child’s demands or

avoid responsibility for the child’s development. Different styles of parenting are defined as follows:

Authoritative parenting style: parents are full of love and warmth for their children, and encourage them to

have their own opinions but also give them some restrictions and constraints, and avoid taking them to

extremes.

Authoritarian parenting style: parents emphasize control and unconditional obedience, are always closed

to children for communication, and never explain the rationale of their orders or decisions (Barnett, Deng,

Mills-Koonce, Willoughby, & Cox, 2008; Shelton & Harold, 2008). This parenting style usually results in

children’s lower emotional well-being, personality disorders, lower prosocial behavior, and cognitive anxiety

(Knafo & Plomin, 2006).

Democratic parenting style: parents are more likely to help and encourage their children in the process of

growing up or learning, and reasonably assume the responsibility of guardians so that children can gain

knowledge and understand things from their parents’ behavior and education.

Tolerant parenting style: parents are loving and affectionate but have few requirements and restrictions;

they allow their children to do whatever they want.

The difference between an authoritarian and an authoritative style is that an authoritative parent exerts firm

control but in a supportive manner, by enhancing verbal interaction, whereas authoritarian parents exert

control but discourage verbal interaction (e.g., “give and take”) and value obedience. Researchers have

shown that an authoritarian parenting style is significantly correlated with negative emotional intelligence

in young children (Argyriou, Bakoyannis, & Tantaros, 2016; Gugliandolo et al., 2015). Moreover, it has been

found that a positive parenting style can promote college students’ emotional intelligence, whereas a

negative parenting style is not conducive to their emotional intelligence (Wu, Gao, Shi, Kang, & Zhao,

2009). In the field of early childhood research, Yu (2016) found a significant correlation between parenting

style and children’s emotional intelligence, noting that different parenting styles give rise to different levels

of emotional intelligence. Altay and Gure (2012) found that children whose parents use an authoritative

parenting style show more negative peer interactions (e.g., hostile behaviors) than do children whose

parents use a tolerant parenting style. Han (2015) suggested that when parents engage in bringing up their

children using an understanding and democratic style, they will give their children full emotional warmth,

understanding, and encouragement, which makes it easy for the children to form prosocial behaviors, so

that they will have a high social status in peer interaction, be more popular with their peers because can

communicate well, have good leadership and organizational skills, and be able to consider problems from

the standpoint of others.
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Peer Communication and Emotional Intelligence

Peer communication ability refers to the sum total of an individual’s ability to feel, adapt, coordinate, and

address peer relationships in the process of communicating with others (Jaccard, Blanton, & Dodge, 2005).

Young children’s peer communication ability is related to their popularity, peer influence, and peer

communication sensitivity (Howes, 1987). Researchers have shown that young children’s peer

communication ability can predict their self-confidence (Park & Ahn, 2015). Good peer interaction has a

positive effect on young children’s abilities for self-regulation and leadership (Park & Ahn, 2015). In China,

children aged between 3 and 6 years leave their parents and attend kindergarten, which is their first small

social environment outside the family circle. There, young children often communicate and cooperate with

their peers; therefore, peer communication ability is essential for young children to address interpersonal

relationships at kindergarten. Eisenberg et al. (2003) found that children’s ability to understand other

people’s emotions accurately is positively correlated with their ability to interact with their peers. Some

scholars believe that emotional comprehension, which enables children to identify and better understand

others’ expressions, plays an important role in children’s peer acceptance levels and provides a good basis

for children to communicate with their peers (Alegre, 2011; Tani, Pascuzzi, & Raffagnino, 2018).

Hypotheses

Researchers have found that parenting style and children’s peer communicaton ability have an effect on

children’s emotional intelligence, which is in line with the conditions for a mediating variable (Masud,

Thurasamy, & Ahmad, 2015; Stright & Yeo, 2014). Therefore, we speculated that children’s peer

communication ability would play a mediating role in the influence of parenting style on the emotional

intelligence of 3- to 6-year-old children. We took the parents of 3- to- 6-year-old children as our object,

parenting style as the independent variable, children’s emotional intelligence as the subject variable, and

children’s peer communication ability as the mediating variable to determine the function of the mechanism

of how parenting style influences the emotional intelligence of 3- to 6-year-old children. On the basis of the

above arguments, we formed the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Parenting style will be positively related to the peer communication ability of 3- to 6-year-

old children.

Hypothesis 2: Peer communication ability will be positively related to emotional intelligence of 3- to

6-year-old children.

Hypothesis 3: Peer communication ability will play a mediating role in the influence of parenting style on

the emotional intelligence of children.

The research model is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The relationships between parenting style and children’s emotional intelligence and peer

communication ability.

Method

Participants and Procedure

We recruited 374 parents of children who attended a kindergarten in the cities of Hangzhou, Changchun,

and Lanzhou in China. We received 306 valid responses from 53 fathers and 253 mothers (response rate =

82%). There were 139 (45.42%) girls and 167 (54.58%) boys; 228 children belonged to one-child families

(74.51%) and 78 children had siblings (25.49%); 99 children were aged from 3 to 4 years (32.35%), 90

children were aged from 4 to 5 years (29.41%), and 117 were aged from 5 to 6 years (38.24%).

The study protocol was approved by the institutional review board of Hunan Normal University. All

participants knew that they had individual rights to decide whether to join this survey. Initially, we

distributed a consent form to each parent and if they agreed to participate, they received a gift (e.g., toys,

doll, car) worth about US$5.00. A self-report paper-and-pencil survey was used in this study. Prior to

completing the survey, participants read an explanation of the research purpose, instructions on how to fill

in the form, and the anonymity and confidentiality principle of the research. There was no evidence that

participants had any difficulties in understanding the procedure or the scale items.

Measures

Emotional intelligence. We measured emotional intelligence with a 25-item scale (e.g., “If your child

makes a mistake, they are ready to accept criticism and try to correct the mistake”), which was developed by

Li (2012). It consists of four subscales: regulate and control one’s own emotions, regulate and control others’

emotions, express and evaluate one’s own emotions, express and evaluate others’ emotions. Items are rated

on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (always). In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha of the

regulate and control one’s own emotions, regulate and control others’ emotions, express and evaluate one’s

own emotions, express and evaluate others’ emotions subscales were .69, .79, .78, and .82, respectively, and

the alpha of the total scale was .91.

Parenting style. We measured parenting style with a 40-item scale (e.g., “Don’t care what the child is

doing”), which was developed by Yang and Yang (1998). It consists of four subscales: doting type,

democratic type, authoritarian type, and inconsistent type. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
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from 1 (never) to 5 (always). In this study the Cronbach’s alpha of the doting type, democratic type,

authoritarian type, and inconsistent type subscales were .63, .78, .75, and .60, respectively, and the alpha of

the total scale was .89.

Peer communication ability. We measured peer communication ability with a 24-item scale (e.g., “Your

child can take the initiative to introduce him/herself to new partners”), which was developed by Zhang

(2002). It consists of four subscales: social initiative, language and nonlanguage communication skills,

social barriers, and prosocial behavior. Items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (full

compliance) to 4 (full noncompliance). In this study the Cronbach’s alpha of the social initiative, language

and nonlanguage communication skills, social barriers, and prosocial behavior subscales were .67, .89, .81,

and .73, respectively, and the alpha of the total scale was .88.

Results

Control of Common Method Biases

The use of three combined self-report scales may result in common method bias in the data. To control for

common method bias, two methods are usually used: program control and statistical control (Podsakoff,

MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). In terms of program control, the following measures were taken in this

study: (a) all scales were filled in by anonymous means; (b) each scale showed high reliability and errors in

measurement were reduced or avoided as much as possible; and (c) the children were at different

kindergartens in three different cities of China, geographically increasing the difference between the tested

areas. In terms of statistical control, we used Harman’s single-factor model method to test the degree of

biases of the common method of data collection. The eigenvalues of eight factors were greater than 1 in the

absence of rotation and the variance explained by the first factor was 26.41%, which is less than the critical

criterion of 40%. This finding indicates that common method bias was not an obvious problem in this study.

Correlation Analysis

We ran a multicollinearity test on the study variables to examine if the independent variables were highly

correlated with one another in predicting the dependent variable (Allen, 1997). The results show that

variance inflation factors and tolerance values accorded with standard criteria, indicating there was no

multicollinearity issue for our focal variables (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1995).

5© 2019 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved.



Wang, Li, Zhu

Table 1. The Results of Correlation Analysis

Note. v1 = doting type, v2 = democratic type, v3 = authoritarian type, v4 = inconsistent type, v5 = regulate

and control one’s own emotions, v6 = regulate and control others’ emotions, v7 = express and evaluate one’s

own emotions, v8 = express and evaluate other’ emotions, v9 = social initiative, v10 = language and

nonlanguage communication skills, v11 = social barriers, v12 = prosocial behavior.

* p < .05, ** p < .01.

Structural Equation Modeling Analysis

We used the intermediate analysis program based on structural equation modeling, proposed by Wen and

Ye (2014), to test the mediating effect of peer communication ability. First, we tested the direct effect of

parental rearing style on the emotional intelligence of children aged 3 to 6 years. The path coefficient was

significant, γ = .76, p < .01, and the model fit was good (see Model 1, Table 2). Peer communication ability

(mediator variable) was then added to the model to test its role. The results (Model 2) show that parental

rearing style had a significant influence on the peer communication ability of children aged 3 to 6 years, γ =

.65, p < .01. The influence of peer communication ability on the emotional intelligence of 3- to -6-year-olds

was significant, γ = .86, p < .01, and the model fit was good (see Table 2). Therefore, Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3

were supported (see Table 2 and Figure 2).

Table 2. Comparison of Model 1 and Model 2

Note. RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation, NFI = normed fit index, GFI = goodness- of-fit

index, IFI = incremental fit index, CFI = comparative fit index.
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Figure 2. Structural equation modeling results for Model 2.

The data in Table 2 shows that the fit index in Model 2 was largely in line with the standard; therefore, we

further analyzed Model 2. The effect analysis of Model 2 was performed using bias-corrected bootstrapping

and all path coefficients reached statistical significance (p < .001). Thus, the children’s peer communication

ability played a part in mediating the influence of parental rearing style on the emotional intelligence of

children aged 3 to 6 years (see Figure 2).

Impact Effects Analysis

As the distribution of mediating effect estimates is usually not normally distributed, bias-corrected

bootstrapping is used to test the significance of the mediating effect. We set 2,000 bootstrapping resamples

in Amos 21.0. If the 95% confidence interval (CI) of the bootstrapping analysis does not contain zero, the

parameter estimates reaches significance (Hayes & Preacher, 2010; Preacher & Hayes, 2008). In Model 2,

the mediating effect of peer communication ability was .68 × .57 = .38, 95% CI [.23, .60], which does not

include zero (see Table 3 for details). Therefore, Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 were supported.

Table 3. Results of Impact Effects

Note. PS = parenting style, EI = emotional intelligence, PCA = peer communication ability.

Discussion
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In this study we found a significant positive correlation between parenting style and the emotional

intelligence of children. We further found that there were significant positive correlations between the four

factors of parenting style and the four factors of children’s emotional intelligence, among which the effect of

democratic parenting style was more significant than those of the doting, authoritarian, or inconsistent

types (Acar, Uçuș, & Yildiz, 2019). Researchers have shown that use of a democratic parenting style can

promote the development of emotional intelligence in their children, and these children often have a high

motivation for achievement (Jaccard et al., 2005; Lamborn, Mounts, Steinberg, & Dornbusch, 1991; Lee,

Daniels, & Kissinger, 2006). Among the four forms of upbringing that we tested, the correlation between a

doting parenting style and children’s emotional intelligence was much lower than that for the other three

parenting styles. Therefore, parents can directly improve the emotional intelligence level of young children

by adopting a democratic way of upbringing, respecting their children, speaking with children on an equal

footing, taking educational opportunities in their daily life, improving children’s ability to reasonably

regulate their own and others’ emotions, and expressing their own emotions respectfully and appropriately.

Use of a democratic parenting style will allow young children to grow up in a healthy family atmosphere and

improve their emotional intelligence level, such that they may participate more actively in their social life.

Such an environment has been found to foster children’s developing sense of autonomy and afford the

individual opportunities to develop mastery, self-competence, self-reliance, and self-confidence in both

social and academic domains (Chong & Chan, 2002).

In this study we found that there was a significant correlation between the level of children’s emotional

intelligence and their peer communication ability, which also illustrates that the stronger is the children’s

peer communication ability, the higher will be their emotional intelligence. Scholars have shown that high

school students who get along well with their peers can more accurately identify the emotions of others, and

can more effectively control their own emotions (Cassidy, Werner, Rourke, Zubernis, & Balaraman, 2003;

Eisenberg et al., 2003). In China, children aged between 3 to 6 years, most of whom attend kindergarten,

have many opportunities to interact with their peers, and their ability to do so increases with age. In the

process of communicating with people, young children can master some communication skills from

playmates who cooperate with them, because their daily upbringing has an imperceptible impact on young

children. In addition, to get along better with their peers, children revise their incorrect communication

strategies (e.g., being self-centered and not sharing), so they can gain appropriate experiences and skills.

Therefore, the stronger is the peer communication ability of young children, the higher is their emotional

intelligence level. Our findings in this study show that children’s peer communication ability plays a partial

mediating role in the influence of parenting style on children’s emotional intelligence. In peer interaction,

young children who can handle peer conflict and master communication skills will increase the number of

their playmates and will be more willing to integrate into collective activities. Such children are also able to

express their emotions, and often say things that surprise and impress parents and teachers, thus making

others more willing to be close to them.

Some scholars have studied the influence of parenting style on the emotional intelligence of children, and

others have discussed the relationship between children’s peer communication and emotional intelligence.

However, few have explored the influence of parenting style on the emotional intelligence of children aged

between 3 and 6 years, with consideration given to peer communication as a mediating variable. We

investigated in depth the influence of parenting style on the emotional intelligence of children aged 3 to 6

years, and constructed a model of parenting style, emotional intelligence, and peer communication ability.

This model enriches research on the mechanism by which parenting style affects the emotional intelligence

of children, and has important significance for practical usage, that is, through advising parents to adopt an

authoritative or democratic upbringing style and cultivate their children’s peer communication ability,

which can indirectly promote the development of children’s emotional intelligence through respecting

children’s individual differences and personality (Acar et al., 2019).

However, there are some limitations in our study. First, in terms of research design, we used self-report
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measures to examine the relationships between parenting style and the emotional intelligence and peer

communication ability of children. However, self-report measurements may over- or underestimate true

physical activity, and have the potential for response bias (Prince et al., 2008; Shephard, 2003). In future

studies, researchers could objectively measure parents’ physical activity with heart rate monitors,

accelerometers, and pedometers, which could help to reduce measurement errors by making the results

more objective (Barnett, van der Pols, & Dobson, 2005). Second, all our data were cross-sectional and

correlational, so the information revealed is not comprehensive and hinders our ability to firmly establish

the mediating processes. Future researchers should use longitudinal research to obtain a more accurate

measure of the development and change process of parenting style, and children’s emotional intelligence

and peer communication ability. There is also the limitation that only the parent’s opinion on the child’s

emotional intelligence and peer communication ability were tested. Teachers could be another source of

information, or the children themselves could be directly tested.

In this study we explored the influence of parenting styles on the emotional intelligence of children aged 3 to

6 years using structural equation modeling and drew the following conclusions: (a) children’s emotional

intelligence can be improved by adopting authoritative or democratic parenting styles; (b) teachers and

parents can promote children’s emotional intelligence by cultivating children’s peer communication ability;

and (c) the emotional intelligence of children aged 3 to 6 years can be improved not only through the

parenting style, but also through improving their peer communication ability.
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